
GEORGE' McCUTCHEN " Me"B RIDE ... '~::<" 

~11'A·eDGiiIlQ;fdi.11·'ib;. 
. "." . :!;.',: ..... 

:'\: RESEARCH .SERIE~ NO"U 
:1 . 



DhananjayBl1lll Gadgil Library 

. 1/IU~nmnmmmm~l~mllm 
GIPE-PUNE-004590 



LAND SYSTEMS OF MEXICO 



AMERICAN GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY 

RESEARCH SERIES NO. 12 
w. L. G. 10El.G, Editor 

THE LAND SYSTEMS 
OF MEXICO 

BY 

GEORGE McCUTCHEN McBRIDE, Ph.D. 
University of California, Southern Branch 

WITH A FOREWORD 

BY 

SENOR MANUEL GAMIO 
Director de Antropologla, Secretarla de Agricultura y Fomento 

AMERICAN GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY 

BROADWAY AT IS6TH STREET 

NEW YORK 

19 2 3 



COPYRIGHT, 1923 
BY 

THE AMERICAN GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY 

OF NEW YORK 

.... ' • \ 0 
r ' • 
l-'-' • 

F 

~o 

CONDE NAST PRESS 

GREENWICH, CONN. 



TO 

MY MOTHER 



CONTENTS 

CHAPTBR PAGE 

FOREWORD. by SENOR. MANUEL GAMIO. Director de 

Antropologfa. Secretarfa de Agricultura y Foment". 

Mexico ix 

PREFACE ~ 

INTRODUCTION. 

II THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING 5 

III THE HACIENDAS OF MEXICO. 25 

IV THE RANCHOS OF MEXICO • 

V COLLECTIVE HOLDINGS IN MEXICO 103 

VI DISTRIBUTION OF RURAL HOLDINGS AMONG THE 

PEOPLE OF MEXICO 139 

VII THE AGRARIAN REvOLUTION 157 

VIII CONCLUSION. • 172 

BIBLIOGR.APHY 182 

INDEX •••• 197 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
FIG. PAGE 

Map of Mexico showing the natural regions . 8 
2 Map of Mexico showing the average annual ra,infall 9 
3 The Valley of Mexico, looking toward Lake Texcoco 

from Guadalupe . . . . . . . . . . . . . facing 10 

4 Northern, drier portion of the Valley of Mexico at Teoti-
huac{m , facing II 

5 Map of Mexico showing the population density 12 
6 Map of Mexico showing the assessed value of rural prop-

erty 13 

7 Mountain pastures on the crests of the ridges in central 
Mexico . facing 16 

8 A characteristic barranca in the western escarpment of 
the Mexican plateau: Atenquique gorge between Tux-
pan and Colima · facing 16 

9 Mount Orizaba, on the rim of the eastern escarpment of 
the Mexican plateau · facing 20 

10 Scene in the tierra ,alienle: Chietla in the state of Puebla 
at the foot of the southern escarpment of the Mexican 
plateau · facing 21 

II Plan of a typical Mexican hacienda: Hacienda de la 
Magdalena y del Serano in the state of Colima 26 

J2 The owner's house and garden on a Mexican hacienda 
· facing 28 

13 Peon's hut on a Mexican hacienda · facing 28 

14 Peons cultivating an hacienda field · facing 29 
15 Bringing in the cattle on an hacienda · facing 29 
16 The Atlixco Valley on the edge of the Mesa Central, with 

its fine wheat fields in the background · facing 36 

17 Maguey hacienda in the Mesa Central near Mexico City 
· facing 37 

18 Sketch map showing the towns granted to Cortes in 
Morelos and Mexico 46 



LAND SYSTEMS OF MEXICO 

FIG. PAGE 

19 Sketch map showing the towns granted to Cortfs in 
Oaxaca and Veracruz . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 47 

20 Ranchos in the heads of valleys that lead into the Valley 
of Mexico . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . facing 100 

21 Contemporary plan showing the type of holdings of a 
Spanish town on the northern frontier of Mexico in 
colonial times . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 110 

22 An Indian settlement with its multitude of small hold-
ings separated by lanes: the Valley of Maltrata in the 
eastern escarpment of the Mexican plateau . . facing 112 

23 A scattered agricultural settlement of Indians in the 
Toluca Valley on the Mesa Central . . . . . facing 113 

24 Old Indian picture map showing the holdings of an in-
dividual. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . facing 116 

2S Typical pueblo and communal-holdings country near 
Laurel on the slopes of the Sierra de la Cruces . facing I 17 

26 Large estates on alluvial deposits bordering Lake Patz-
cuaro in the southern part of the Mesa Central . facing 140 

27 The Valley of Morelos in the southern escarpment of the 
Mexican plateau seen from Cuernavaca . . . facing 141 

28 Taviche, one of the few districts in the Oaxaca plateau 
that are adapted to agriculture . . . • . . . facing 146 

29 A small farm among the Oaxaca hills . . . . . facing 147 
30 Map showing the large land grants in the territory of 

Baja California ................ I S2 

31 Map of a Mexican hacienda showing portions detached, 
under the present agrarian reform measures, to be 
assigned as ejidos to adjoining pueblos . . . . . .. 162 

32 Plan of an ejido as divided into individual portions under 
the present agrarian reform measures . . . . . .. 163 

33 Sketch map showing land given to a pueblo as ejido 
under the present agrarian reform measures. . . .. 164 

AU the photographic views in this book are copyrighted by 
C. B. Waite, Mexico City, except Fig. 23, which was taken by the author 



FOREWORD 

Many factors contribute to explain the abnormal and deficient 
conditions of life which for several centuries ha~e governed the 
development of almost all the Latin American countries: hetero­
geneity of ethnic, cultural, and linguistic character; one-sided 
laws, unsuited to the complex character and the diversified struc­
ture of society; deficient exploitation of the soil and unsatisfac­
tory distribution of its products; and, as a consequence, extreme 
economic inequality. In a book published some time ago 1 

I commented, although somewhat superficially, upon the 
effect of these factors, selecting Mexico as a representative coun­
try for such an analysis. Unfortunately the interesting theme 
which the agrarian problem presents was treated in an incidental 
and secondary manner-unfortunately, I say, because, in truth, 

, the agrarian question has been the most powerful factor in the 
development, past and present, of the Mexican people. 

In view of this fact, upon reading the manuscript in which Dr. 
George M. McBride, commissioned by the American Geographi­
cal Society, has studied and treated the agrarian problem in 
Mexico, I felt grateful surprise not only that such an important 
scientific institution was occupied in the study of one of the 
transcendental questions that affect my country but also to find 
in the work a profound knowledge of the matter treated and 
absolute moderation in the conclusions reached--qualities diffi­
cult to find combined, because, as to the first, the collection of 
scientific data for such a subject is·so extremely difficult, both 
on account of the paralyzing effect of the European War and on 
account of the distance which has heretofore separated the scien­
tific institutions of Mexico and the United States, and, as re­
gards the second, because, in the midst of the social innovations 
which mark the present times, it is very difficult to distinguish 

I Manuel Gamio: Forjando patria (pro nacionaJiomo), Mexico, 1916. 
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between a just and necessary social reform and that which is the 
produc;t of an exaggerated and objectionable radicalism. 

The possession and the exploitation of the land has been the 
• fundamental cause of the bad economic condition experienced by 

the Mexican people from the time of the Conquest to our days, 
as has been made evident by the relatively numerous studies of 
this subject. Unfortunately, almost all of these studies are in­
complete, one-sided, or lacking in a dispassionate presentation. 
We do not hesitate to state that the present work is one of the 
best yet produced because of the' scientific spirit which character­
izes it and the moderation and judgment which give prestige to its 
concepts. 

From the international viewpoint studies of this character are 
highly significant for the United States and particularly for 
Mexico, whose actual social and economic conditions are so little 
known abroad. We fervently hope that, stimulated by the 
American Geographical Society, other American scientific insti­
tutions may dedicate a part of their attention to procuring a just 
and disinterested knowledge of the problems that affect the Latin 
American countries--a noble task which will make clear to the 
people and the government of the United States the how and 
the why of the qualities and deficiencies of those countries, as 
also their future possibilities. Such a course w~uld undoubtedly 
bring with it a better understanding between the peoples who 
occupy the northern and the southern banks of the Rio Grande. 

MANUEL GAMlO 



PREFACE 

It is a ventureSome undertaking for any foreigner to attempt a 
description of the intimate customs and relations of a country, 
even though long residence has given him an opportunity 
to see the actual operation of its social institutions. There 
is much that does not appear on the surface-many details that 
come to the acquaintance only of those whose contact with the 
people and their ways is most intimate. This is particularly true 
in the case of less advanced peoples, such as the various Indian 
races, whose lives, and even their relations with the whites, are 
regulated by custom rather than by written law. Hence in spite 
of fifteen years spent in different parts of Latin America, as mis­
sionary, teacher, student, and traveler, during which time there 
were offered unusual opportunities to know the people, their cus­
toms, their ideas, their governments, their history, and the geog­
raphy of their countries, by seeing the inhabitants in their homes, 
speaking with them in their own tongue, trading with them in 
the markets, renting and buying houses and lands from them; 
and in spite of a rather unique advantage in the way of becoming 
familiar with the source materials that deal with Latin American 
lands and institutions, through association with the Hispanic 
American DivisIon of the American Geographical Society, the 
author still feels that it has required a certain amount of pre­
sumption on his part to attempt a description of such a funda­
lnentaJ problem as that related to the system of land tenure in 
bne of those countries. He has tried, however, to describe condi­
tions as he has actually observed them, during the twenty years 
in which he has been keenly interested in this basic question, 
and to interpret the facts in the light of his personal acquaintance 
with the country and its inhabitants, guided always by a sym­
pathetic appreciation of the people whose institutions he is de­
scribing. If by so doing he has been successful in presenting a 
true picture of conditions in Mexico, in so far as they are related 
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to the system of land tenure, he will be satisfied, whatever other 
shortco!1lings or defects the work may show. 

To the American Geographical Society for having made the 
present study possible and, especially, to the Director of that 
society, Dr. Isaiah Bowman, for his constant friendly guidance 
and encouragement, the author owes and hereby gladly ac­
knowledges a debt of gratitude. professor Frederick J. Teggart 
of the University of California and Mr. W. L. G. Joerg of the 
American Geographical Society rendered invaluable service in 
editing the manuscript, as did also Mr. Alan G. Ogilvie, recently 
chief of the Hispanic American Division of that society, in pre­
paring the maps. Senor Manuel Gamio, Director de Antropologia 
of the Secretarla de Agricultura y Fomento of Mexico, and 
Professor Moises Saenz, formerly Director General de Instrucci6n 
Publica of Mexico, also kindly read the manuscript and made 
important suggestions. The former, moreover, allowed the author 
to see the proof sheets of his work, "La Poblaci6n del Valle de 
Teotihuacan: in which var:ous features of the land system of 
Mexico are traced through their historical development in that 
region; the conclusions reached by the author for Mexico in 
general are largely corroborated by Senor Gamio's findings in that 
particular district. Members of the Graduate School faculty of 
Yale University, where the study, in preliminary form, was 
presented as a thesis for the Doctor's degree, also offered helpful 
criticisms. 

The American Geographical Society 
New York, July, 1923 

G.M.M. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

While the urban centers of Mexico have kept pace with other 
modem cities in many respects, the country districts have 
drowsed through the centuries, undisturbed, amid the seclusion of 
their intermontane fields, by events of peace or war that have 
substantially altered conditions of rustic life in other lands. 
Only within. recent years has rural Mexico felt the current of 
world movements that have long ago, in most civilized countries, 
swept away certain primitive customs inherited from a distant 
past. I ts social institutions are those transplanted from Spain at 
the time of the Conquest or the still older ones inherited from 
the Aztecs. The religion it practices is the type of Christianity­
almost unmodified in dogma and in ritual-with which Cardinal 
Xrmenez and the Most Catholic Kings were familiar. As to edu­
cation, the common people live in much the same state of illiter­
acy that was general in Europe before the Renaissance. Polit-

I ically, the pe6n is still a pawn, to be moved, in peace or in war, 
.' as the mind of the patr6n or the cacique may determine. Eco­

nomically, the district or the estate or the town or even sometimes 
'the family is self-sufficing, producing its own food, making its 
own clothing, manufacturing its own tools, or bartering with 
neighbors for the few necessities that cannot be supplied from the 
domestic stock. The methods of agriculture, like the implements 
with which they work, are medieval. 

In nothing is this backwardness of rural Mexico more marked 
than in the systems of land tenure employed and in the conse­
quent relations which exist between the man who owns the land 
and the man who tills the soil. Over a large part of the country 
(as in other nations of Latin America) the land is held much as it 
was in Spain before the discovery of the New World-in that age 
when in Western Europe the feu~l system of land tenure still • 
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survived the decay of feudalism as a recognized institution. In 
other parts (the more distinctively Indian districts) the customs 
governing its possession belong to about the same period chrono-

II logically but correspond to that stage of aboriginal culture that 
was found in Mexico upon the advent of the white race. 

Thus, in studying Mexico's land system, we are considering a 
very ancient institution, one whose roots lie buried in the past':" 
the distant period In which white men first arrived upon the 
western hemisphere, bearing with them the customs peculiar to 
the lands and times from which they came, and the still more 
remote past when native American institutions were being 
fonned in response to the demands of primitive society. Conse­
quently the study must be partly historical, as we trace back the 
path over which the different methods of tenure have evolved 
into their present form and as we see the customs of long ago 
crystallizing into the institutions of today. 

But the study of an agrarian system of a country is more than 
the mere tracing of its historical development. The land system 
of Mexico, like other social institutions anywhere, has either 
grown up out of the very depths of its physical environment or 
has, at least, been modified by adaptation to the habitat into 
which it has been transplanted. Since the character of that 
physical setting varies in the different parts of the country, we 
shall have to see how the method of tenure responds to the vari­
ous environmental influences and, particularly, what result is 
obtained by the different systems in the several widely diverse 
geographical provinces of which the country is composed. More­
over, since Mexico is now in the midst of an attempted agrarian 
reform, it will be well to consider whether her contemplated inno­
vations are adapted to the particular physical conditions pre­
sented in the various parts of the country. The study is thus 
geographical as well as historical. 

Furthermore, the agrarian system of a country is closely re­
lated to its general social organization. When you answer the 

, question 'Who really owns the soil?" you lay bare the very foun­
dations upon which its society is based and reveal the funda-
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mental character of many of its institutions. The social stratifi­
cation of the population, the systems of taxation, the code of 
laws, the distribution of privilege and opportunity among the 
various classes of the people, the inCentives to individual im­
provement, and the rate of progress toward satisfactory living 
conditions are all directly affected and largely controlled by the 
manner in which the land is held and the degree to which it is 
distributed among the inhabitants. 

A similar relation exists between agrarian systems and polit­
ical institutions. Autocratic government almost invariably is 
associated with monopoly of the land, while democracy is either 
the fruit of its equitable distribution or is the means of bringing 
about the division of rural property among the people. Recent 
events show this. The old autocratic governments of central and 
eastern Europe found their strongest support in the land barons 
and survived just so long as the traditional system of large hold­
ings could be maintained. But no republican government could 
hope to exist with 'the land (and its usual accompaniments of 
wealth and power) concentrated in the hands of a few. Conse­
quently in many of the newly constituted democratic states, such 
as Poland, Czechoslovakia, Jugoslavia, Lithuania, Esthonia, 
and Latvia, one of the first problems that has demanded atten­
tion has been that of a redistribution of the land. 

Not only the form of political organization but its stability as 
well is affected by the agrarian situation, particularly in an agri­
cultural country. The proprietor is by natur~ a conservator of ' 
law and order. His interests are all with established institutions. 
His home and land, his crops and domestic stock are exposed in 
every outbreak of violence. He not only wi\l seldom start revo­
lution, but he can be counted on to oppose it. He needs peace 
for the security of his property. The propertyless individual, 
on the contrary, recks little of political turmoil or the overturn 
of established systems. Individually he has nothing to lose. 
He may even gain by a completely new deal. This attitude is rec­
ognized in the industrial classes of our large cities, who have no 
permanent interests tied up in the plants in which they work. 
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It is equally true of landless agricultural laborers. Tenants or 
serfs are usually little loath to see constituted authority weak­
ened o~ overthrown. Hence a nation composed largely of such 
elements is in perpetual peril, while one with a great body of in­
dependent landholders possesses at least one excellent guarantee 
of internal peace. 

Because of these complicated relationships, a study of the 
agrarian system of a country throWS-light upon the economic, 
social, and political conditions that exist within its bounds and 
affords a good index to the basic organization of its society. Con­
versely, without a knowledge of the various forms by which the 
land is held, of the degree to which its possession is enjoyed by 
the inhabitants, and of the extent to which the systems of tenure 
are adapted to the peculiar physical environment, it is mani­
festly impossible to appreciate a nation's problems of govern­
ment (domestic or foreign), the attitude of mind of its various 
social groups, the operation of economic conditions which affect 
its development, or the reasons that underlie popular demands for 
fundamental social reforms. Applied to Mexico, it follows that, 
for a real understanding of the Mexican people and their prob­
lems, it is essential that careful consideration be given to their 
system of land tenure, particularly in its relation to the geograph­
ical chalacter of the several sections of the country. 



CHAPTER II 

THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING 

In its geographical aspect Mexico is a land of great diversity. 
Topographically considered, it consists of a series of sharply 
contrasted highlands and lowlands with their intermediate 
slopes. Corresponding to the difference in elevation there are 
three major climatic zones, the cool uplands (tierra Jrfa), the 
temperate middle altitudes (tierra templada), and the hot coastal 
plains (tierra caliente). Within each of these general divisions, 
moreover, there exist areas which differ in relief, temperature, 
rainfall, character of the soil, and natural resources. Under such 
widely varying conditions, plant and animal life in the several 
parts of the country presents marked differences, as does also 
man's use of the products of the land. Leaving out of consider­
ation for the present purpose the exploitation of mineral re­
sources and such matters as industrial and commercial develop­
ment, we find that, from the agricultural and agrarian viewpoint, 
the country comprises a number of well-defined natural regions, 
in each of which the size of holdings, the systems of tenure, and 
particularly the results obtained by the different methods of 
tenure employed are affected by the respective physical condi­
tions. These several natural regions will be considered in order.l 
They are shown on the map, Figure I. 

I For deecription 01 the topography 01 Mexico the (ollowing works are the 
moot valuable: 

A. L. Velasc:o: Geografla y estadlstica de \a Rep6b1ica Mexicana. 19 vols •• 
Mexico. 18~1897. 

J. G. Aguilera: Booquejo geol6gico de Mmco. Boi. I ... ,. GcoI. • MhUD No. 
.-6. Mexico. 1896. 

Compte rendu de Ia X ilme session du Congres geologique international. Mexico. 
11)06; especially pp. 027-348 and I2~I3S0. 

H. M. WiIaon: Topography 01 Mexico. B.a. A ...... Gco&r. So< .. Vol. 311. 1897. 
pp. 34~60. 

W. N. Tbayer: The Physiography 01 Mexico. J .... a/ GcoI.. Vol. 340 1916. pp. 
6'-94- (PM """i""""",, a/ 1_ • ... -, ~ •. ) 
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THE HIGHLANDS 

The -great plateau of Mexico contains approximately three­
fourths of the total area of the republic. Rising from about 4,000 

feet in the north to an average elevation of some 8,000 feet in the 
south-centra,l area, altitude counteracts latitude with such nicety 
that the mean temperature over the entire plateau is nearly uni­
form. In recognition of natural differences based upon climate 
and topography, the Mexicans regard the highlands as divided 
into four distinct regions: the Mesa del Norte, the Mesa Cen­
tral, the Mesa del Sur, and the completely separated upland of 
Chiapas. This classification may well be retained, since these 
regions constitute true geographical provinces, because of their 
physical diversity and the consequent diversity in conditions of 
human life. 

THE MESA CENTRAL 

In any consideration of the use of the land and of the forms 
of land tenure, the Mesa Central is by far the most important 
region of Mexico. Upon this plateau and its slopes relatively 
favorable conditions fo\' human existence have resulted in a 
dense population, both in ancient and modern times (see Fig. 5). 
Climate and soil combine to make agriculture productive, and the 
region has been styled t4e zona fundamental de cereales. It is, in 
fact, the granary of Mexico, for the products of its soil must 
suffice not only for the subsistence of the people who live within 
its bounds but for the needs of other parts of the country. In fact, 
the life of the nation has always depended upon its crops of corn, 

COJIJi ... ",iotI qf JooI.o .. , 
E. M. Sanders: The Natural Regions of Mexico. c;,cgr. R .... Vol. II, 1921. pp. 

212-226. 
Alice Foster: The Principal Geogtaphic Division. of Mexico. i" C. C. Colby: 

Source Book fox the Economic Geogtaphy of North America. pp. 342-355. Chicago. 
1921. 

Emesta Wittich: Morfologia y origen de la Mesa Central de M&ico. Bal. So<. 
MexiC611tJ do c;,ogr. y Esl4alslic,., Ser. 5. Vol. 8. 1919. pp. 128-140. 

Carlos Sapper: Sobr. la geograf[a {[sica y la geologia de la peninsula de Yucatan, 
Bol. 1 .... ,. G.ol. a. M,,"co NO.3. Mexico. 1896. 

Ezequlel Ord6i1ez: Observaciones relativas i los volcanes de M&ico. MlImOI'ias 
So<. CiettlijiCG "A"lonio AI_." Vol. 8. 1894. pp. 183-196. 
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wheat, and beans. A consideration of the physical geography of 
this region will lead to an appreciation of the conditions that have 
operated to make the agrarian sitllation here of perennial impor­
tance. 

The Mesa Central, in common with other parts of the great 
central plateau, rests upon a foundation of ancient crystalline 
and sedimentary rocks, which probably formed a low-lying land 
mass in early Cretaceous times. Ranges of folded mountains bor­
dered the eastern and western coasts, converging toward the 
south. After erosion had progressed to advanced maturity over 
this area, reducing the landscapes to rounded, domelike hills, 
gently sloping ridges, and wide valleys,. through which moved a 
network of sluggish streams, the entire mass appears to have 
been elevated several thousand feet, arid a new cycle of erosion 
was inaugurated. Associated with the uplift, and continuing 
virtually to the present day, volcanic forces covered a large part 
of the land with eruptive materials of lava and ash, particularly 
along the western border and across a wide belt in the south. 
Hence, upon the ancient relief of gentle grade we find superim­
posed the more varied topography of a volcanic landscape. The 
region is characterized by a multitude of well-preserved cones, 
extensive beds of slightly ·disintegrated lava, and deep deposits 
of volcanic ash such as the jal from which the state of Jalisco 
takes its name. Through this superimposed material the ancient 
rock protrudes in places, the lines of its well-worn surface offering 
a striking contrast to the slight dissection of the recent deposits. 

As a result of the extensive deposition of eruptive materials, 
several of the great rivers of ancient times seem to have had their 
courses blocked and their drainage areas changed into closed 
nterior basins. Notable instances of this process appear in the 

basin of the Santiago-Lerma and of the rivers which occupied 
the Valleys of Mexico, Hidalgo, and Puebla,with possibly 
another where still remains the stdng of lakes in Michoacan. 
Gradually these extensive depressions, serving as base level for 
the surrounding areas, were filled deep with waste brought down 
by the tributary streams and by volcanic matter that continued 



• i;' • 

NATURAL REGIONS 

FIG. I-Map of Mexico showing the natural regions. Scale, I : 24,000,000. (Adapted mainly from the maps in the pUblications 
by Thayer, Sanders and Foster cited in footnote I.) 



MEXICO 
se&lIorlllLlS • i • • 

AVERAGE ANNUAL RAINFALL -t--d---= 
baed on 90leUn M.naue., del Observalorio 

Metaorol6Qico :'=~cn:tico Central d, 

FIG .• -Map of Mexico showing the average annual rainfall. Scale. I : '4.000.000. (Baaed mainly on the annual rainfall 
mapa for the years 190. to 1913 inclusive published annually during that period in the Bole/i .. cited in the title.) . 



10 LAND SYSTEMS OF MEXICO 

to pour from scores·of craters that dot the surface of the region.' 
In time, however, some of the coastal streams were able to 

eat their way inland sufficiently to tap these enclosed basins. The 
Rio Grande de Santiago cut back through its deep barranca to 
capture the great basin known as the Bajio of Guanajuato, 
Queretaro, and Jalisco; while the Rio de las Balsas, uninterrupted 
in its work of erosion by the volcanic disturbances farther north, 
succeeded by means of its tributary, the Rio Atoyac, in pene­
trating the Valleys of Puebla and Tlaxcala. Thus these inland 
areas were drained (only the Valley of Mexico among the larger 
depressions remaining without an outlet), and the rich deposits, 
laid down on the bottoms of earlier lakes, became clothed with 
vegetation. After the imposing symmetrical cones of Mexico's 
superb volcanoes, these extensive flat-bottomed valleys are the 
most characteristic feature of the landscape (Figs. 3 and 4). 
Outspread among the ancient domelike summits of the plateau, 
their rich verdure standing in strong contrast to the brown 
hues of the more barren hillsides, the snow fields of the high 
volcanoes, and the dark shades of occas:onal timber-covered 
ridges, these bolsoms have, from earliest times, attracted man's 
attention as choice sites for cultivation and have long been 
most important centers of agriculture. 

The Mesa Central has the climatic features that usually char­
acterize tropical highlands.' The long growing season makes at 

• Borings in the Valley of Mexico, probably typical of other such valleys, show 
that the depression is filled. to a minimum depth of some 100 meters. with alter­
nating deposits of sand, mud, clay, and volcanic materials (Antonio del Castillo: 
Cortes geo16gicos de pozos artesianos en 1a Gran Cuenca de Mexico, Comisi6n 
Geol6gica de Mexico, Mexico, 1893). 

I The climate of Mexico is best treated in the following: 
J.,.re Covarrubias: EI clima y la poblaci6n de la Republica Mexicana, ill Varios 

estudios complementarios de las leyes agrarias propuestas par ••••••••• 1.,.re 
Covarrubias y Fernando Gonzilez Rca, Mexico, 19140 pp. II-23. 

J.,.re Guzman: Climatologla de la Republica Mexicana deade el punto de vista 
higienico. MerrurriGs SO&. CinstijicG -Ankntio Alsm,: Vol. 20, 1903. Mexico. pp. 
181-289. 

Julius Hann: Handbuch der K1imatologie,3rd edit., Vol .• , Part I, Stuttgart, 1910, 
PP.318-330. 

Ellsworth Huntington: The Relation of Health to Racial Capacity: The EJ:­
ample of Mexico, Geogr. R<71., Vol. II, 1921, pp. 243-264-

G. B. Pnga: Consideraciones sob .. la distribuci6n general de las lIuvias y en 
particular en la Republica Mexicana, MmwriGS SO<. C;"',ijicfJ "At<IottifJ AIsa, ... 
Vol. 16, Mexico, 1901, pp. 137-160. 



FIG. 3-The VaHey of Mexico, looking toward Lake Texcoco from Guadalupe, a town two miles north of Mexico City. Wastc­
filled, fiat·fioored intermontane basins such as this constitute the best agricultural land of Mexico. 



FIG. 4-Nonhern, drier portion of the Val1ey of Mexico at Teotihuacan. A part of the Pyramid of the Sun app •• roln the foreground. 
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least two crops a year possible in many of the districts. The 
summers are temperate, the thermometer seldom registering 
over 90° F:; the mean temperature of the warmest -month in 
Mexico City is 65°. The night hours are not so cool as to pre­
vent the proper growth of wheat, com, barley, and a great 
variety of vegetables. The winter season is mild; there are few 
days of freezing temperature except on the mountains. The mean 
of the coldest month in Mexico City is 53°. However, an 
occasional frost in early spring or late autumn inflicts heavy dam­
age upon the crops.& Upon the high slopes of the mountains that 
separate the great aggraded areas (above some 10,000 feet) low 
temperatures prevent cultivation of aU but the most hardy crops, 
since, during a large part of the year, the thermometer frequently 
drops to freezing point at night. 

Lack of water is the greatest drawback to agriculture through­
out this region. Over most of its surface there is a precipitation 
varying from 20 to 30 inches a year (Fig. 2), but in districts 
sheltered from the easterly rain-bearing winds, as are many of 
the bolsonu, the rainfall is lighter. The scarcity of moisture is, 
however, compensated to a certain extent by its seasonal dis­
tribution. There are distinctly marked seasons, wet and dry, 
the former extending usuaUy _ from May to October. During 
these summer 'months almost daily showers occur over the 
southern part of the Mesa Central, diminishing in force and 
frequency toward the north and west. In winter rainy days are 
infrequent, occurring only when some storm center north of the 
Rio Grande extends its influence far southward. In this season, 
therefore, the ground becomes dry and dusty, the grass dries up, 
and few crops can be grown except where irrigation is possible. 

Thanks to the summer rains, agriculture can be carried on 
without the aid of irriga~on in many sections of the Mesa Cen-

I The great famine of '784 is said to heve been due to a froot in August which 
destroyed a large part of the crops (A1ezander yon Humboldt: Political Essay on 
the Kingdom of New Spain. transl. by John Black. London,.811. Vol. '. pp. 
12~121). Great famines in pre-Conq"""t days are also ascribed to the 1080 of 
crops through midsummer frosts (-Historia de loa Mmca.nos por BUS pinturas.· ill 
Garcia lcazbalceta: Nueva colecci6n de documentOB para Ia historia de Mwco. 
Mezico, 1891. Vol. 3. p. 252). 
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FIG. s-Map of Mexico showing the population density. based on the Census of 1910. Scale. I : 24.000.000. (Generalized from a 
map prepared by the American Geographical Society.) 
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FIG. 6-Map of Mexico showing the aaaeaaed value of rural property. Scale, I : 24,000,000. (Generalized from the map cited In 
the title.) 
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tral. The amount of rain is, however, so limited and withal so 
uncertain, that, wherever possible, water is taken from the 
streams or stored in dams (presas) to supplement the scanty 
precipitation. From the earliest times, indeed, Mexican agricul­
turists have found it expedient to resort to irrigation. Even in the 
rainy season crops are often imperilled, for a decrease in rainfall, 
even though slight, leaves many fields too dry to yield a satis­
factory crop. Furthermore, without irrigation it is impossible 
to take full advantage of the long tropical growing season. For­
tunately sufficient rain or snow falls upon the mountains to form 
a number of permanent streams, and, though the porous charac­
ter of the soil allows much of the water to disappear from the 
surface, there is still enough for irrigation, particularly in the 
lower parts of the aggraded depressions. 

THE MESA DEL NORTE 

The Mesa del Norte is a continuation of the basin and plateau 
country of Arizona, New Mexico, and western Texas. Beginning, 
approximately, where the Rio Grande and the Gila River basins 
partially intersect the highlands, it rises gradually toward the 
south, confined between the Sierra Madre Oriental and the 
Sierra Madre Occidental. The Mesa del Norte consists chiefly of 
vast stretches of nearly level land, broken by occasional flat­
topped but extensive remnants of a higher plain that has 
yielded over wide areas to an arid-land erosion. Topographically, 
there is no definite southern boundary to the Mesa del Norte, 
but the divide between the interior systems of drainage and 
the basins of the PfulUCO and the Santiago may be taken as 
marking the boundary between it and the Mesa Central. 

The difference between the two regions, so far as human occu­
pation is concerned, lies principally in the rainfall. In the north­
ern area the precipitation is so slight that agriculture is prac­
tically impossible without irrigation. Over most of the Mesa del 
Norte there is an annual rainfall of less than 20 inches (Fig. 2). 

Because of this aridity the principal use of the land, aside from 
mining, is for grazing, though here and there occur small areas 
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where local precipitation is sufficient to grow cotton or cereals. 
As the aboriginal peoples of Mexico had no domestic live stock, 
it is only since the introduction of European cattle that the region 
has had inhabitants other than scattered settlements of Indians. 
Even now, the Mesa del Norte, though comprising about one­
half of the total area of the country, contains le~ than one-fifth 
of the population and shows vast expanses where the density 
is less than one person per square kilometer. In this arid north 
country the holdings are necessarily larger (except where irri­
gation is practiced) than in better-watered areas. There are 
also large districts where the land is of such slight value that it 
matters little who owns it or in what quantities it is held. 

THE MESA DEL SUR 

Both in topographic character and in climate, the Mesa del Sur 
is a distinct region. The extreme southern section of the great 
plateau of Mexico, comprising the Sierra Madre del Sur and the 
Oaxaca uplands, has been almost entirely severed from the main 
body of the highlands by extensive and long uninterrupted ero­
sion. The Rio de las Balsas, working eastward, and the Rio 
Papa\oapam, eating its way toward the west, almost meet in 
northern Oaxaca. Progressive elevation of the region has but 
served to intensify erosive activity in the many streams that 
descend from the interior, until at present there remain only 
steep-sloped valleys and narrow ridges, with little level ground 
either in valley floors or in interfluvial spaces. It is all what the 
Mexicans call pura sierra, a region of mature topography. The 
fact that this southern region has suffered little from volcanic 
activity also differentiates it in relief and in soil from the dis­
tricts that border it on the north. 

The rainfall over the Mesa del Sur shows a wide range of local 
variation, but, in great part, >the region is situated within the 
zone of 20 to 40 inches a year (Fig. 2). The eastern slopes 
are, in general, better watered than the western and, conse­
quently, have a more highly dissected surface, more mature 
topography, longer streams, and more complicated drainage sys-
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terns. Hence they offer greater possibilities for human occupa­
tion. The western slopes are characterized by numerous short 
streams' which reach the sea through deep gorges and between 
wider interfluvial areas. No large part of the Mesa del Sur is 
adapted to agriculture. The highly dissected plateau offers little 
level ground for cultivation, while, in many parts of the region, 
the rainfall is too light or too uncertain to be relied upon. Cattle 
raising has developed to a certain extent, but even this has been 
restricted by lack of extensive grassy plains. Yet in the limited 
areas suitable for agriculture groups of people have made their 
home for many centuries. The important aboriginal capital of 
Saachila, once the queen of the Oaxaca plateau, was situated in 
one of these fertile districts, as is also the present city of Oa.xaca 
and its cluster of dependent villages. 

THE CHIAPAS HIGHLANDS 

The highlands of Chiapas form a distinct natural region, dif­
fering from the other plateau districts of Mexico in relief, climate, 
and natural resources and belonging rather to the upland system 
of Central America. Their extensive savanas offer rich pasture 
lands and good agricultural soil, while timber is exploited from 
the forests of the upper mountain slopes. From ancient times 
tribes of sedentary Indians have cultivated the more productive 
areas, and agriculture still remains the principal occupation 
of the people. Rural property is, consequently, highly prized, 
and great importance is attached to matters relating to the 
systems of land tenure. 

THE ESCARPMENTS 

The several slopes that lead down from the Mexican plateau 
have played a part in the activities of man scarcely inferior to 
that of the upland surface itself. These slopes belong rather to 
the healthful highlands than to the insalubrious tierra caliente. 
As an aid to an appreciation of their influence upon systems of 
landholding, it will be well to consider briefly the physiographic 
character of the eastern, southern, and western escarpments, for, 
while they are of similar origin, they now present essentially dif-
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ferent features. Erosion, operating in different areas with varying 
degrees of intensity, has produced surfaces that, in relief and in 
adaptability to human settlement, bear little resemblance. 

THE EASTERN SLOPE 

The uplift of the plateau, to which reference has already been 
made, exposed the eastern slope to a heavy rainfaU. During the 
greater part of the year, the warm, moisture-laden winds from 
the Gulf of Mexico blow against this great 8,ooo-foot waU that 
borders the plateau on the east. The effect is heightened, fur­
thermore, by the presence of lofty peaks, such as Orizaba (Fig. 9) 
and the Cofre de Perote, about whose summits storms are almost 
always raging. Precipitation along this escarpment ranges from 
40 inches up (Fig. 2) and is distributed through the year, reaching 
a maximum in the summer months. As a result of this heavy rain­
(aU erosion has been excessive. Everywhere -streams are con­
tinuaUy at work cutting their way deep toward the heart of the 
plateau, while the rain wash persistently carries down large 
quantities of debris from the moist hillsides. The amount of 
material which has thus been removed is enormous, and what 
once must have been great interfluvial spurs have now been re­
duced to poor, decayed remnants of their former grandeur. Be­
tween the ridges, with their harder rocks, numerous aUuvial 
vaUey floors have been laid down. These are particularly fertile 
in places where, as at Orizaba and Maltrata, some obstacle has 
temporarily checked the downward cutting of the stream bed and 
has permitted the formation of a flood plain above the barrier. 
Though the hillsides and the crests of ridges of the eastern escarp­
ment offer little tiUable soil, these vaUey floors, with their rich 
deposits of tierra negra, are sufficient to make the regions which 
contain them rank high in agricultural possibilities, especiaUy in 
the production of sugar, coffee, tobacco, and tropical or semi­
tropical f rui ts. 

THE SOUTHERN SLOPE 

The southern escarpment of the Mexican plateau should be 
regarded as occurring, not beyond the Oaxaca uplands, but along 



FIG. 8 

FIG. 7-Mountain pasturee on the crests of the ridges in central Mexico. 
FIG. 8-A characteristic barranca in the western escarpment of the Mexican pIa· 

teau: Atenquique gorge between Tuxpan and Colima. 
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the eje lioZcanico lying between the 18th and 19th degrees of 
latitude. It is at this point that the highlands have b~en almost 
cut through by the Rio de las Balsas and the Rio Papaloapam. 
This has produced a well-defined east-and-west escarpment 
lying just south of the volcanic belt that virtually terminates 
the great Mexican plateau. So situated, the southern slope 
receives less rain than the eastern. The storms that origi­
nate upon the Gulfward side of the plateau or about the high, in­
land peaks of Malintzin, Popocat~petl, and Ixtacdhuatl lose 
much of their moisture before reaching the southern escarpment. 
On the other hand sufficient rain falls upon the high volcanic 
ridge that drains into this region to form a number of small 
rivers. Though this southern slope is less deeply dissected than 
the eastern flank, since its base level is the Rio de las Balsas 
rather than the sea, extensive valleys have been formed as tribu­
taries to the Balsas depression. Consequently here, too, gently 
sloping, wide valley floors, with an abundant water supply and a 
climate that resembles constant spring, offer unusual attraction 
to the agriculturist and cause tillable lands to be highly prized 
and eagerly sought. 

THE WESTERN SLOPE 

Upon the western slope, extending from Colima to Sonora, the 
topographic and climatic conditions are quite different. Much of 
this stretch of territory partakes ()f the usual characteristiCs of 
westward-looking escarpments in the trade-wind zone, being 
deprived of moisture by the highlands in the rear. It is thus 
drier than other slopes of the plateau. In this area erosion has 
made little progress over the general surface of the land, but the 
downward cutting of the streams has been very rapid, as is to be 
expected in a semi-arid region that receives the greater part of its 
precipitation upon its upper slopes. Thus it comes that the char­
acteristic features of the landscape along the western escarpment 
are the deep-cut barrancas, through which flow the few large 
rivers that cross its surface. Examples of such deeply incised 
streams are the canyons of Beltran, Atenquique (Fig. 8), and of 
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Flc. 7-Mountain pasturee on the crests of the ridges in central !.tcxico. 
F,G. 8-A characteristic OCJ"4"c.G in the western escarpment of the Mexican pIa ... 
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the Rio Grande de Santiago. Many of the inter fluvial areas are 
too dry for farming, and the oo"ancas contain a very limited 
amount of arable land. That which does exist in the valley 
bottoms and along the benches that border the canyons is usually 
of excellent quality, can be watered by means of simple canals, 
and enjoys a mild climate in which sugar cane, tobacco, coffee, 
and tropical fruits can be grown. 

THB LoWLANDS: 

Bordering the escarpments of the great plateau there is a belt 
of low country, partly coastal plain and partly the lower' foot­
hills of the mountains, which varies in width from a few miles to 
several hundred. This is the region which the Mexicans call the 
tierra caliente, or hot country (Fig. 10). It includes the Gulf 
coast, with the peninsula of Yucatan and the isthmus of Tehuan- . 
tepec, and, on the west coast, the narrow belt of lowland that 
borders the sea. In general, it may be said that neither Indians 
nor whites have found the tierra caliente a congenial place to live, 
and, so far as is known, most of this region has always been 
sparsely populated. 

THB GULF COAST 

Most of the Gulf Coast, exposed to winds that blow from the 
ocean and that lose their moisture as they come in contact with 
the interior highlands, receives heavy rains during the greater 
part of the year. As a result, the enervating effect of extreme 
heat and humidity and the incessant attack of an ever-encroach­
ing tropical vegetation render cultivation of the soil an arduous 
and discouraging task. Malaria and other tropical fevers have 
also played their part in deterring men from invading these dis­
tricts. Exploitation of the oil deposits along this coastal belt 
within recent years has given new value to the lands, as has also 
the development of large-scale fruit culture in parts of Veracruz 
and Tabasco, while cattle raising has brought a sparse population 
to the drier northern districts, in Tamaulipas. However, the few 
inhabitants of the lowlands have concerned themselves compara-
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lively little with maintaining continuous occupation of the land, 
and the problem of its ownership has seldom provoked serious 
difficulties. 

YUCATAN 

There is one marked exception to the foregoing description of 
lands along the Gulf Coast, namely the northern part of the 
peninsula of Yucatan. This, on the one hand, lies farther north 
than most of the Mesa Central and, on the other hand, has no 
high mountains to precipitate moisture from the winds. Hence, 
in point of rainfall, it bears a closer resemblance to the semi-arid 
sections of northern Mexico than to the humid territories that 
adjoin it. Whereas in Tabasco and the coasts of Veracruz the 
precipitation is over 50 inches, barely enough rain falls in north-

• ern Yucatan to make the growing of cereals possible. The char­
acter of the soil, a porous coralline limestone, still further accen­
tuates the deficiency. This comparative aridity, however, seems 
rather to have favored than to have hindered the occupation of 
the land, and, for many centuries, the region has been densely 
populated and has been the home of a relatively advanced civili­
zation. Agriculture has been adapted to the climatic condition& 
and has afforded man a possible, if meager, means of subsistence. 
Furthermore, within the last quarter of a century, a newly 
created demand for binding twine in the great grainfields of 
Russia and the United States has opened up great possibilities 
of wealth in the dry limestone region of Yucatan and has made 
its aridity a still greater asset in the production of sisal. Thus 
Yucatan stands alone among the districts of the Gulf Coast in 
having valuable agricultural soil and in presenting keenly 
disputed agrarian. problems. 

THE WESTERN LITTORAL 

If the Gulf Coast is too moist for human occupation, the west­
ern ~oast of Mexico is too dry. Almost all of the lowlands from 
Oaxaca to the mouth of the Colorado River are so cut off from 
rain-bearing air Cl.lrrents that they constitute a partial 01' com-



FIG. o-Mount Orizaba, on the rim of the eastern escarpment of the Mexican plateau. 



F,G. lo-Scene in the lie"4 ,alienle: Chietla in the state of Puebia at the foot of the southern escarpment of the Mexican plateau. 
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plete desert. Lying to the leeward of the Mexican plateau and 
too far south to profit from the westerly winds that bring winter 
rains to California, this region offers few attractions to the set­
der. The important towns that it contains are trade centers, 
serving as distributing points for wide areas. Isolated districts, 
such as the valleys of the Santiago, the Fuerte, the Yaqui, and 
the Mayo, where irrigation is possible, are the only regions where 
the soil is sufficiendy productive to be worth contending for or 
where questions of tenure have become of vital importance. In 
these limited areas, however, the land often commands very 
high prices, and problems connected with its ownership are 
acute. 

AGRICULTUlLU. LANDs 

As is evident from the foregoing description, Mexico does not 
possess a large amount of arable land. The mountainous char­
acter of the relief, the scarcity of rainfall, the prevalence of undis­
integrated volcanic deposits, and the presence of saline materials 
in the desiccated lake bottoms reduce the amount of land on the 
plateau that can be devoted to agriculture, while most of the 
lowlands are either too moist or too dry to make for successful 
fanning. Although the country has a total extent of 767,198 
square miles (491,006,720 acres) andhada population of 15,115,612 
in 1910, the area under cultivation is relatively small, being but 
30,027,500 acres (about two acres per person), while 120,444,200 
acres are used only for pasture and 40.933.200 acres are in forest. i 
The larger part of the remainder (299.601,820 acres) is regarded 
as virtual waste. 

Most of the best agricultura1lands of Mexico are found upon 
the Mesa Central and its adjoining slopes (Fig. 6). The extensive 
bolsones already described contain a large proportion of the 
nation's tillable soil. The Valleys of Toluca, Mexico, Queretaro. 
Guanajuato, Aguascalientes, Morelia, Guada1ajara, Puebla 
and T1axca1a are examples of these lands. In them 
are located many of the most productive rural properties 

I The Statesmaa°. Year-Book for 1921. p .. I077i for 1923. p. IIJ2. 
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in the country. Next in importance come the lava flows and 
deposits of volcanic ash that have been sufficiently exposed to 
moisture to suffer disintegration upon the surface. These deposits 
afford large areas of productive soil, such as the red-earth hills 
of Michoacan and the more liquid brown flows of the Valley of 
Puebla. Moreover, the bands of piedmont that border the filled­
in basins, though containing much sand and gravel and fre­
quently suffering from lack of water, furnish excellent land 
for one of Mexico's principal crops, the maguey plant (Agave 
americana), from which pulque is obtained. If we add to these 
the rich, though restricted areas of alluvium found in the deep 
valleys that descend from the Mesa Central, we have the greater 
part of the tillable soil of the entire country. 

No statistics are available to show the extent of these various 
kinds of land, but they may be estimated approximately as in 
Table I. 

TABLE I-EXTENT OF ARABLE LANDS 

Aggraded surfaces of 
former closed basins in 

the Valleys of 

(In square miles) 

Toluca .. 
Mexico ... 
QuerHaro 
Guadalajara 
Aguascalientes 
Morelia 
Guanajuato. . 
Puebla and Tlaxcala 

Piedmont deposits bordering the above. . . . . 

{ 

Michoacan .... 
Decomposed lava surfaces in Puebla and Tlaxcala 

Jalisco •..••. 

Alluvial pockets in the 
escarpment valleys I 

Morelos ....•. 
Veracruz ...•.• 
Hidalgo ••.•.• 
Michoad.n and others 

Total 

1,000 

1,000 

1.000 

3.000 

1.500 

500 

• 3.000 

~ 2,000 

--13.000 

1.500 

5.000 

1.500 

1,000 

-- 7.500 

1,000 

2.50 0 

1,000 

1,000 

-- 5.500 
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These various areas of benignant climate and productive soil 
upon the Mesa Central and its escarpments have long been 
centers of populous settlements. It was upon these lands that 
the several agricultural tribes among the Mexican aborigines (the 
Toltecs, the Tlaxcaltecas, the Otomls, the Tarascans, and the 
Aztecs) developed their distinct but related cultures. Here, too, 
was probably the native home of maize (closely related to the 
common Mexican fodder, teosinte), for ages the staple food of all 
Mexicans and one of the most valuable contributions to the wel­
fare of mankind made by the American continent. These pockets 
of fertile land were the first to be coveted by the Spaniards upon 
their arrival in Mexico, and they have since continued to be the 
most populous and productive districts of the country. Today 
some 40 per cent of all the inhabitants of Mexico live upon these 
lands or in centers immediately dependent upon them. Of the 
entire rural population (11,675,363 in 1910), about 5,000,000 live 
in the states represented by these areas. Ten of the principal 
cities of Mexico (Mexico City, Guadalajara, Puebla, Le6n, Quere­
taro, Morelia, Aguascalientes, Orizaba, Jalapa, and San Luis 
Potosi) are situated in these districts and are directly dependent 
upon their agriculture, while many of the most important min­
ing towns, such as Pachuca, Guanajuato, and EI Oro, are near 
these same fertile areas and derive their food supply from them. 
The aggregate population of these large centers is not far from 
1,500,000, which, added to the rural population mentioned, makes 
a total of some 6,500,000 people to be fed from the products of 
these lands. 

Were the greater part of the Mesa Central and its escarpments 
(about 120,000 square miles) fit for cultivation the problem of the 
subsistence of this relatively dense population would not be so 
serious. But since, owing to the causes already mentioned, not . 
more than twenty-five per cent of its surface is available for 
agricultural purposes, it is not surprising that the use and 
ownership of the land have here presented problems of the great­
est difficulty. So long as there were unimproved lands in the 
restricted fertile spots of the Mesa Central, or so long as the soil 
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was capable of more intensive development, all was well. But 
when the growing population had occupied the narrowly confined 
areas and when once the limit of production with the known 
methods of cultivation was approached, there began an unre­
mitting struggle for possession of the land. This struggle has been 
going on in Mexico not only during the past thirteen years but 
for generations and even for centuries. From what can be learned 
of the pre-Conquest history of the Mesa Central, it seems that 
during the century or more of Aztec domination, and even be­
fore, these lands had been the subject of dispute among the 
various Indian agricultural tribes. The keen demand for land 
resulted in the development of a well-defined system of tenure, 
long before the arrival of the white race upon the scene. The 
contest has never ceased. In these limited districts Indian and 
white, Mexican and foreigner, cleric and layman, rich and poor 
have engaged in a protracted struggle for possession of the 
available soil. It is upon this region, therefore, that attention is 
largely centered in any consideration of matters related to the 
land systems of Mexico, either in ancient or modem times. 

There are, however, outlying regions in which questions of 
landownership and the distribution of productive soil are of 
constantly increasing importance. The expansion of population 
outward from this central territory has been accompanied by 
the development of agriculture or stock raising in the more 
arid lands of the north, in the narrow valleys along the western 
slope of the entire plateau, and even, to a limited extent, in 
the hot lands of the Gulf Coast, while in a few districts, such 
as parts of the plateau of Oaxaca, the highlands of Chiapas, 
sections of Sonora and Sinaloa, and, particularly, the northern 
portion of the peninsula of Yucatan, the natives had long been 
dependent upon the cultivation of the soil and had had their 
agrarian problems before the expansion of the white race into 
their countries. Consequently the land problem is a national 
one, most vital in the populous central part of the country 
but of growing importance also in the outlying regions. 



CHAPTER III 

THE HACIENDAS OF MEXICO 

:The haciendas of Mexico are the most conspicuous feature of 
the land system of the country. They give to agricultural Mexico 
its distinctive cast, and, by their great size, create the impression 
that the entire land is divided into vast rural estates. These 
properties, indeed, are the only type of agricultural holding im­
mediately visible to the traveler in many parts of Mexico, just 
as the IuJcnuIado is the only type of agriculturist whose interests 
reach beyond the immediate neighborhood of his home. As will 
appear later, there are other kinds of holdings, particularly in 
the more remote districts, but it is the hacienda that first attracts 
attention, and its prominence justifies its consideration in the 
first place. 

TIlE LANDS OF THE HACIENDA 

Many of the haciendas are of very great extent; it is estimated 
that 300 of them contain at least 25,000 acres each; 116 have not 
less than 62.500 acres; 51 have approximaf!!ly 75.000 acres; 
while I I are believed to have 250.000 acres apiece! The Mexican 
hacienda seldom contains less than 2,500 acres--whether 
situated in the arid plains of the north, where land is worth 
little or nothing, or in the densely settled areas of the Mesa 
Central, where the price of land is high even in comparison 
with that of agricultural lands in other countries. In places one 
may see the low stone boundary walls of a single farm running 
as far as the eye can reach, over hills, valleys, and plains and a 
traveler on horseback may journey for several days in crossing 
one of these vast estates. 

The great size of these holdings is due, in part, to the fact that 

'J. R. Southworth: EI directorio oficiaJ de las minas y bac:iendaa de MSi ... 
(title also in Endiah: The 0IIidaI Directory of Mioea aod Hacieodaa). Mezi<:o. 1910. 
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the typical hacienda (Fig. II) aspires to be self-sustaining, and the 
variety of a countryside is taxed to render it independent. 
Hence, for the many different products required, different kinds 
of land must be included within its limits. In the first place, a 
large acreage of valley land is needed for the production of grain. 
These hundreds or thousands of acres of arable land form the 
nucleus of the estate. An hacendado would not, however, be sat­
isfied to hold valley lands alone; for, in his economy, the products 
of the hills are only less important than those of the lowlands. 
Thus, the farm requires a supply of water, for irrigation as well 
as for the live stock; the hacienda must, therefore, include some 
stream, which should be controlled up to its headwaters in order 
to assure the undisputed use of the supply. Again, grazing land 
is needed for the herds of cattle, horses, sheep, and goats; this is 
found upon the parklike mountain sides and the alpine meadows 
(Fig. 7). Timber, also, is a prime necessity and is derived either 
from the deciduous trees that grow along the lower mountain 
slopes or from the pine forests that clothe the tops of the higher 
ridges. The products even of the waste land are likewise essen­
tial, since from this are obtained stone and lime for building pur­
poses, clay for adobe huts, coarse grass for thatched roofs, salt, 
and the wild fruits and herbs which are gathered for household 
use. The administration of such extensive properties necessarily 
presents great difficulties. To facilitate management many of 
the larger ones are dh.ided into several units, styled estancias 
or ranchos, each under its own mayordomo. Even with such sub­
division most of the haciendas are too vast to be developed in­
tensively, and large areas lie completely unused. This is particu­
larly the case where hilly country impedes communication, as 
upon the dissected slopes of the plateau and on the Mesa del Sur. 

THB PEOPLE OF THB HACIENDA 

The haciendas are settlements complete in themselves. In­
deed, fewof these estates have less than a hundred, while many 
of them have as many as a thousand inhabitants. In Michoadm 
there are two haciendas, Huaracha and Buenavista, p.ach of 
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which maintains over two thousand persons; while in Morelos, 
M~ico, Puebla, Durango, Veracruz, Queretaro, and Chihuahua 
there are others in which the number is not much smaller. Fur­
thermore, the haciendas are all named; they appear on the maps; 
and they are important. units of public administration, often 
being incorporated as municipios. They include all the custo­
mary accessories of an independent community, such as a church, 
a store, a post office, a burying ground, and sometimes a school 
or a hospital. Workshops are maintained, not only for the repair 
but even for the manufacture of machinery and of the numerous 
implements required upon the estate. The permanent popula­

'tion consists of an administrador, one or more mayordomos, a 
group of foremen, and the regular peons, together with the fami­
lies of these individuals. Besides these, there are several classes of 
hangers-on, less permanently attached to the farm. Among the 
latter are usually a priest or two, clerks, accountants, store­
keepers, hired shepherds and cattlemen, and often a number of 
families who rent small pieces of land from the hacienda. Over 
this aggregation the owner presides in a more or less patriarchal 
manner, the degree of paternal care or of tyranny varying with 
the character of the individual and with that of his superior 
employees. 

THE HACENDADOS 

In colonial times nearly all the owners of these large estates 
were Spaniards--conquistadores, explorers, and government 
officials. During th~ War for Independence (1810-1821) most of 
these Spaniards were compelled to leave the country, and, in 
many cases, their properties passed, by means more or less 
irregular, into the hands of creoles or mestizos. The haandados 
have, however, always been predominantly o~~nAescent.1 
Since this group of landed proprietors has, at all times, composed 
the highest social class in Mexico, its members have tended to 
intermarry or to become affiliated with the foreigners who have 
settled in the country. In recent times many foreigners have 

• Andres Molina Enriquez: Loa IIfIUlde. problemas nacionale •• Mexico. 1909. 
p. 80 If. 
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Flc. 12- The owner'8 house and prden on a Mexican hacienda. 
FIG. IJ-Peon's hut on a Muican hacienda. 



FIG. 14 

FIG. 14-Peons cultivating an hacienda field. 
FIG. Is-Brinaing in the cattle on an hacienda. 
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acquired landholdings in Mexico, most conspicuous among the 
number being Spaniards, who, enriched by successful ventures in 
trade or in the mines, have invested their fortunes in the old 
Mexican estates which from time to time have come upon the 
market. During the prosperous days of the Dlaz regime, Amer­
icans from north of the Rio Grande not infrequently acquired 
possession of some large hacienda. 

The life of a Mexican hacendado is a curious mixture of primitive 
rusticity and modem luxury, of self-indulgence and fatherly 
IlOlicitude for his dependents, of stern administration of paternal 
discipline and an intermittent supervision of his mayordomo and 
numerous foremen. The hacendado lives in a spacious casa de 
hacienda, built of stone or adobe and roofed with red tiles (Fig. 12). 
Flower gardens adorn the large open patios, while fruits and vege­
tables of several climates are grown in nearby plots. Some one 
or several patios are devoted to the needs of the farm, the rooms 
opening into them serving as granaries, tool sheds, workshops, 
and sometimes even as stables. The doors and windows of the 
house are usually heavily barred, and in most ca~s the entire 
establishment is surrounded by a high, thick wall. In fact the 
rosa of an hacendado must serve not only as a dwelling but as.! 
e!ace of defeI!!!!!, either against the bandits who have always in­
fested the hills of Mexico or, in case of an uprising, against the 
owner's own tenan'ts. But the typical Mexican landowner spends 
relatively little of his time within this citadel. He usually main­
tains a residence in the capital or some other large city, where he 
spends the greater part of the year. If the income of his property 
makes it possible, he may go to Europe or to the United States. 
Only during the most active seasons, while planting or harvesting 
is in progress or on some special occasion, does he remain long 
upon his estate. In his absence the management devolves upon 
the mayordomo or administrador. The hacendado is, therefore, 
less an agriculturist than a landowner, less a farmer than an 
absentee landlord, and his interest in the property is due less to 
its economic possibilities than to its character as an ancestral 
estate. 
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THE PEONS 

The laborers on the haciendas, in most parts of Mexico, are of 
!~4ian !:>Iood or are mestizos in whom the Indian element pO;; 
dominates, although many of these have abandoned their aborigi­
nal costume and have forgotten their native tongue. The purity 
of race of the peon is most strongly marked in the regions where, 
as in the Mesa Central and Yucatan, the Spaniards found the 
country already settled with an agricultural population which 
could be reduced to serfdom. In other parts of the country, 
notably upon the semi-arid plains of the north, where the ab­
original element alone has never been able to thrive and where, 
as a consequence, no such supply of native labor was found, the 
white element predominates among the~l!Os", or hands, em-
ployed upon the estates. '-

The peons upon a Mexican hacienda are theoretically free. 
They have been so ever since the War for Independence and, to a 
large extent, since the early colonial period. As a matter of fact, 
however, many of them are held upon the estate in a bondage no 
less real because it is sanctioned only by custom and enforced 
only by economic conditions. In the first place, many of these 
peons have proprietary claims on the land which they and 
their ancestors ha;; occupied and cultivated for generations. 
While, it is true, their tenure has no legal status, it has gen­
erally been recognized by the owners of the haciendas and 
has survived in custom because it has proved advantageous 
to the landlord no less than to the native. Furthermore, the 
peons feel an attachment to the land that a stranger unac­
quainted with their psychology can hardly appreciate. Upon 
it ,their ancestors have lived for many generations, have fol­
lowed the one occupation of tilling these fields, and have looked 
to the owner as their patron. As a result, the peons not only 
feel that the land belongs to them but that they belong to 
it, and a deep-rooted sentiment binds them to the estate. 
In the second place, the peons have, until recently, been bound 
to the haciendas by a system of economic bondage which was 
tacitly concurred in by the officers or the law. This system 
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was designed by the Spaniards, in colonial times, to replace the 
explicit slavery which the crown prohibited. By a system of ad­
vance payments, which the peons were totally unable to refund, 
the hacendados were able to keep them permanently under finan­
cial obligations and hence to oblige them to remain upon the 
estates to which they belonged. Occasionally, indeed, a neigh­
boring hacendado might agree to take over the debt that was 
owing, but, in such a case, the peon merely experienced a change 
of masters and a removal from the surroundings to which he 
was attached. The system of payments in advance is prohibited 
in the new Constitution of 1917, but, until agrarian conditions 
undergo a complete change, it will probably survive in spite of 
the law, as it has for sixty years in defiance of the Constitution of 
1857. Furthermore, the peons are bound to the haciendas by 
mere necessity. Were they to leave, there is no unoccupied land 
upon which they might settle; and, if this were to be found, they 
have neither tools, seeds, stock, nor savings with which to equip 
farms of their own. During the recent revolution, when land was 
offered free to peons of Nuevo Le6n, few of them were able to take 
advantage of the opportunity (so residents of the district say) 
because of this complete lack of capital. 

The daily wages paid to the peons who work on the haciendas 
have always been very low. The law of 1656 fixed at three reales 
the amount to be paid to an Indian who was bound by debt. 
Humboldt reported that, in 1804, the country laborers in Mexico 
received about 28 centavos. Poinsett, in 1822, stated that wages 
in central Mexico varied from 25 to 50 centavos. Romero, in 
1891, gave 36 centavos as the average, for the whole country, of 
the dally wages paid to field hands. The wages of the peons re­
mained at that level until near the close of the Dfaz administra­
tion, although, in the meantime, the peso had sunk to about half 
its earlier value. At the beginning of the twentieth century the 

- increasing demand for labor was making itself felt, with varying 
results in different parts of the country, so that the scale of wages 
showed a considerable range. In Aguascalientes, Nuevo Le6n, 
and San Luis Potosi a minimum of 19 or 20 centavos per day 
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was being paid, while in regions where labor was Ilcarce, as in 
Morelos, Sonora, Chiapas, and Baja California, the daily wage 
ranged from 65 centavos to 1.50 pesos.! The Constitution of 1917 
has provided for the fixing of a minimum wage, but as yet the 
conditions in the rural districts have prevented the application 
of this regulation. 

The wages of the peon are seldom paid in money. Ordinarily 
for his labor he is given a due bill or time check to be negotiated 
at the store maintained by the hacienda-with obvious results. 
On the other hand, the actual wage earned is not the only com­
pensation that the peon receives. Certain perquisites, if one might 
so describe them, have been established by custom, which 
alleviate the lot of the Indian laborer. Thus he occupies a hut 
upon the estate without being called upon to pay rent. He is 
usually allowed a milpa, a piece of land for his own use, and this 
may provide at least a part of his living. Moreover, while he is 
forced to resort to the hacienda store, he enjoys a credit there 
sufficient to tide him over in the event of a general crop failure. 
Actually, however, so meager is the compensation received by 
the peon that he is kept in the most abject poverty, and few 
opportunities of escape from the bondage imposed by the estab­
lished system ever present themselves. Obviously, this situation 
has greatly encouraged the emigration of rural laborers from 
Mexico to the southwestern part of the United States. Official 
figures given by the U. S. Bureau of Immigration show that 
between 1899 and 1919 there was an average yearly move­
ment of 10,320 immigrants from Mexico into this country, in 
addition to the seasonal migration. C These figures are thought to 

• On the subiect of wages and labor conditions. d. Matias Romero: Labor and 
Wages in Mexico, in hi. "Mexico and the United States: New York, 1898, pp. 
495-558; Wallace Thompson: The People of Mexico, New York, 1921, pp. 348-370. 

The preceding figures in this paragraph are based on the following references: 
Alexander von Humboldt: Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain (transl. by 
John Black), London, 1811, Vol. 2, p. 480; IJ. R. Poinsett:) Notes on Mexico Made 
in the Autumn of 1822, Philadelphia, 1824, p. 145: Matias Romero: ArtlcuJos 
sobre M~co pUblicsdos en los Estados Unid08 de Am~rics • , • en 1891-1893, 
Mexico, ,892, p. 126 • 

• A .... "'" Rep"" '" 1M CommissioJuJo Ge_1Il '" Imm;III''''ioII, [lgl9-1gll0,) Wash· 
ington, 1920, p. 49. 
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represent only a part of the actual movement, since conditions on 
the border make it easy for the immigrant to avoid registration. 
The full tide of emigration of Mexican laborers is thought by 
some to reach as high as 100,000 a year.& The problem has re­
peatedly demanded the attention of Mexican officials, both state 
and federal, but no means has been found for limiting the exodus. 
In an interview accorded the writer, Senor Pastor Rouaix, ex­
Minister of Agriculture, declared that the movement was di­
rectly traceable to the land system existing in Mexico; that the 
largest migration was from the states of Queretaro and Michoa­
can, where the hacienda system is particularly well developed; 
and that, in his opinion, emigration would continue until the 
Mexican peon was enabled to possess a house and land of his own. 

The Mexican peon usually lives in a village. This is either a 
settlement of laborers established upon the hacienda itself or an 
Indian E.~o that lies surrounded by, or at the edge of, the 
estate. Of recent years some hacendados have adopted the plan 
of building new settlements for their peons, and occasionally 
these groups of huts, erected on a common plan and constructed 
of brick and corrugated iron, may be seen in orderly array' in 
some open space about a casa de hacienda, in striking contrast 
with the cluster of little adobe houses scattered among ancient 
groves of scraggly, gnarled trees and remains of stone walls that 
characterize the typical Mexican pueblo. The home of the peon 
and his family generally consists of a single-roomed hut (Fig. 13), 
which contains, by way of furnishings, little more than the pile of 
mats and blankets upon which the family sleeps, with possibly 
a home-made table, some rough chairs, a wooden chest or two 
for the trinkets and c1oth,es worn on fiestas, and the inevitable 
candles burning before the picture of some saint or of the Virgin. 
The peon has neither corrals nor outhouses attached to his dwell­
ing; he needs no S4ch additional buildings, since he possesses 
neither implements nor stock of his own save the ubiquitous pig 
and a few fowls. The only thing that gives the place the aspect 
of a home is the presence of plants that are grown around it, for, 

I Wallace Thompson, ~. oiL, p. 67. 
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next to his children and music, the Mexican loves flowers. In­
deed, in traveling through the country, the presence of yards, 
outhouses, and gardens about the dwellings is evidence that one 
has passed from an hacienda into a region of small independent 
holdings. 

The foregoing description of labor conditions applies chiefly 
to the haciendas on the Mesa Central, parts of the plateau of 
Oaxaca, the highland of Chiapas, and in the agricultural section 
of the peninsula of Yucatan, regions where the system of large 
agricultural holdings has reached its highest development. In 
other parts of the countrjrconditions are different. In the Mesadel 
Norte, including the states of Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Le6n, 
Durango, Zacatecas, and parts of San Luis Potosi, where the 
native population has always been limited in numbers, the sys­
tem just described has not become general. As stated earlier, this 
part of the country was occupied only after the arrival of the 
Europeans, and the men who actually cultivate the land have 
never been attached as serfs to the soil. The same may be said 
of the other regions that were settled chiefly after the arrival of 
the Spaniards, such as the grasslands on the Gulfward slope in 
Tamaulipas, San Luis Potosi, and northern Veracruz, and the 
arid or semi-arid escarpment along the western coast. In the 
humid tierra caliente of Veracruz, Tabasco, Campeche, and the 
isthmus of Tehuantepec plantations have also been developed 
within recent times. Here, again, there was no established 
agricultural population upon which the newcomers might rely; 
and, in this case, labor was forcibly recruited from uncivilized 
Indian tribes, which were often reduced to virtual slavery, from 
the enganchados, or laborers kidnapped on the plateau, and from 
the Yaquis who were expelled from their lands in southern 
Sonora.' 

THE PRODUCTS OF THE HACIENDA 

As has been said, the haciendas usually include among their 
products all that the owner and his numerous dependents may 
require. A variety of crops must, therefore, be cultivated. On the 

• J. K. Turner: Barbarous Mexico. Chicago. 11110. pp. 37-48. 
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other hand, there are generally' certain crops to which special 
attention is given. The distribution of these varies with the 
altitude, the amount and seasonal character of the rainfall, the 
quantity of water available for irrigation, the nature of the soil 
and its drainage, and the established customs of th~ peons. Fur­
thermore, it varies with the size and the character of the hold­
ings, as certain crops are best suited to cultivation on a large 
scale. 

The most characteristic large-farm products of Mexico, outside 
of cattle, are pulque, sugar cane, wheat, henequen, cotton, and 
rice. Com (maize) is also grown in large quantities on all hacien­
das, more particularly on those that occupy the alluvial lands 
north of Lake Chapala, the lower alluvial beds of the Valleys of 
Mexico and Toluca, the Bajlo of Guanajuato, and the districts of 
Morelos and Tabares in Guerrero. The haciendas of Yucatan 
formerly produced much com, but, in the drier northern areas, 
they have recently devoted the greater part of their lands to 
henequen. Few haciendas of the north or the west cultivate corn 
on a large scale. The haciendas which grow wheat as their prin­
cipal crop are situated chielly upon the Mesa Central, especially 
in the districts about Lake Patzcuaro (Fig. 26) and Puruandiro in 
northern Michoacan, the Bajlo of Guanajuato and the Valleys of 
Atlixco (Fig. 16) and Huejotzingo in the state of Puebla. This 
crop depends very largely upon irrigation; it is due to this fact 
that wheat production has been left primarily to the large farms, 
which command a better supply of water and can construct 
adequate systems of reservoirs. The preference of the Indian for 
corn, which has always formed the staple of his diet, has alsO 
tended to limit the production of wheat to the haciendas. 
Scarcity of labor and the extreme heat prevent any extensive 
cultivation of wheat in the tierra caliente. Scarcity of water 
limits its production in the north and west principally to valleys 
that can be irrigated, such as those of the Conchos and Nazas 
in Chihuahua and those of the Sonora, the Altar, and the Matape 
in the state of Sonora. 

Second in value only to the cereal crop is the production of 
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pulque, the national alcoholic beverage (Fig. 17). The range of 
the maguey, from which the juice to make pulque is extracted, 
is limited almost entirely to the highlands. The territory 
in which it is most extensively cultivated for the production 
of pulque is restricted to the Mesa Central, and only in a few 
areas is it cultivated on a large scale as an hacienda crop. It 
grows best on a well-drained soil, such as is found on the pied­
mont slopes about the Valley of Mexico; but it grows also on 
soil that is too shallow for other crops, especially where a thin· 
layer of earth overlies the ancient rocks or the more recent 
lava flows. The zone of maguey production centers about 
Mexico City, where the largest market for pulque is found. 
Since the juice ferments very rapidly and must be consumed 
within some 48 hours after its extraction from the plant, it 
is shipped daily into the Mexican cities, especially the capital, 
as milk is into cities in other lands. The .district most noted 
for its immense pulque farms is the Llanos de Apam, the broad, 
gently sloping pass that connects the Valley of Mexico with 
that of Tlaxcala. On this plain, where the three states of Hidalgo, 
Mexico, and Tlaxcala meet, and upon the gentle inclines that 
bound the Valley of Mexico on the northwest, thousands of 
acres of excellent soil are given over to the cultivation of the 
maguey. 

Sugar cane occupies three distinct zones in Mexico and is 
grown under quite different conditions in each. In the alluvial 
valley floors that lead down from the Mesa Central toward the 
Gulf, especially in those of Orizaba, C6rdoba, and Cosamaloapan, 
the cane fields are seldom irrigated, since these regions receive an 
abundant rainfall. In the Valley of Morelos precipitation is in­
sufficient, but the high mountains to the north furnish numerous 
streams, which are utilized to supplement the rainfall. On the 
still more arid west coast irrigation is almost exclusively de­
pended upon, and the sugar farms are limited to the river 
valleys. 

Henequen is grown on a commercial scale only in a restricted 
district, the northern section of Yucatan., !Iere the porous Iime-



FIG. 16-The Atlixco Valley on the edge of the Mesa Central. '0 miles southwest of Puebla. with its fine wheat fields in the 
background. . 



FIG. 17-Maguey hacienda in the Meta Central near Mexico City. From the juice of the maauey plant is made pulque. the 
national beverage of Mexico. 
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stone soil, light rainfall, and dry atmosphere have been found 
particularly favorable for the proper development of the fiber. 
It has usually been considered a large-farm product. In fact, the 
initial expense in building the tramways used to transport the 
leaves to the cleaning mills, the cost of machinery for extracting 
the fiber, and the long wait of four or five years before a harvest 
can be obtained require a large initial outlay. Ifshould be ob­
served, however, that the haciendas in Yucatan are not so exten­
sive as those in other parts of the country, averaging only a few 
hundred acres each. 

The cotton planGltions of Mexico are situated chiefly in the 
arid Laguna region, on the borders of Durango and Coahuila. 
In this district an extensive area of rich alluvial soil which has 
accumulated in the bolsoms that lie along the Nazas River has 
been planted in cotton, water being supplied by a system of 
canals which utilizes the summer floods in these otherwise desert 
'Jtreams. The climate of this region has been found almost ideal 
for cotton growing, since the summer is long, there are seldom 
any rains that might injure the bolls, and frosts are rare during 
the growing season. On the west coast, in tl)e valleys of the 
Yaqui, the Mayo, the Fuerte, and the Santiago Rivers, there are 
also cotton haciendas; as also in the drier districts of northern 
Veracruz. Rice, tobacco, and coffee are grown upon haciendas 
chiefly in the warmer regions, such as the Valle Nacional at 
the northern b~e of the Oaxaca upland, the isthmus of Tehuan­
tepee, and the middle slopes of the state of Veracruz. 

A large number of the haciendas are cattle ranches. This is 
particularly the case in certain well-defined regions, whose dis­
tribution is largely determined by the rainfall. As a rule, hacien­
das are not devoted to stock raising where the annual precipi­
tation is sufficient for agriculture. This eliminates most of the 
central and southern parts of the plateau, as it does also the 
humid tierra caliente of the eastern coast. The Spaniards, in the 
beginning, made many unsuccessful attempts to give these 
regions a pastoral character, both by introducing European 
cattle and by transplanting from Spain the mesla, an institution 
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whose chief function was the protection of the sheep owners 
against the feudal landlords and peasant farmers, with whom 
they naturally came into conflict because of the seasonal migra­
tions of their herds. However, with its dense population settled 
upon limited areas of productive soil, central Mexico has al­
ways remained agricultural, and cattle raising has developed 
on the haciendas as an adjunct of agriculture rather than as a 
separate industry. On the other hand, in the north, upon the 
semi-arid plains that comprise the states of Chihuahua, Coahuila, 
Durango, and Tamaulipas, the great estates have been devoted 
principally to live stock. The same is true of the drier hills of the 
western slope of the Mesa Central and of the rough country that 
comprises the lower sections of Michoacan and Guerrero. Pas­
ture lands are found also upon the gentle, well-watered slope 
that leads down from the plateau through the states of San Luis 
Potosi, Tamaulipas, and northern Veracruz. In all of these 
regions there are large estates where, in normal times, the land is 
given over almost entirely to grazing. As will be observed, these 
are the regions which, up to the Spanish conquest, had remained 
practically uninhabited. Of little value to the aboriginal people, 
they became of importance only upon the introduction of cattle, 
and their development has followed in response to the new cul­
tural features brought by Europeans. As a consequence, the 
conditions of life have been little affected by native influences; 
the employees are mestizos, who are neither bound to the soil 
nor have any customary claims upon it. 

THE ECONOMIC VALUE OF THE HACIENDA 

In the eyes of the Mexicans the value of an hacienda does not 
Iie.in the money return yielded by the annual crops. The actual 
return in money is often very small. With intensive cultivation 
the broad acres might be made to yield a large income; but, with 
an absentee owner, a hired administrator, and poorly paid peons, 
the typical Mexican hacienda yields little more than enough to 
feed its numerous population. The economic value to the owner 
lies rather in the supplies which it furnishes, the cheap service 
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which it provides for his household, and the amount of money 
which he can obtain on a mortgage. As Molina Enriquez says, 
"La hacienda no es negocio." 7 

At the present time two important factors are operating to 
affect the economic value of the Mexican hacienda. On the one 
hand there is the "unearned increment." This increase is likely 
to be rapid in a country such as Mexico, where most of the 
habitable areas are already densely settled and where the amount 
of arable land is so reduced that the agricultural products in an 
average year barely suffice for the domestic consumption. On the 
other hand under the present system of cultivation the produc­
tivity of the land seems to be decreasing at a rather alarming 
rate. Humboldt estimated that the average yield of com lands 
on the Bajlo of Guanajuato, in his time, was 150 grains for each 
grain planted, which has been reckoned as a yield of 75 hectoliters 
per hectare, or about 86.1 bushels per acre. Thisisprobablyan 
exaggeration, but, even so, it suggests an actual return far above 
the present yield, which may be taken for the same region to be 
between 8 and 10 hectoliters per hectare, or from 9 to 12 bushels 
per acre. For typical agricultural lands near Monterrey an esti­
mate of 7 to 25 bushels per acre has been given, varying with the 
amount of water supplied.· This would represent a decline in 
productivity of at least 50 per cent within about a century and a 
quarter. It is not at all surprising that under the present sys­
tem, "the most wasteful of extensive cultivation," the soil should 
become exhausted. With no careful administration, with the 
poorest of poor labor, with no attempt at rotation of crops­
except that intended to get two or three crops from the same 
area each year-with little attention to the use of artificial fer­
tilizers, the lands of the haciendas cannot but deteriorate. Fur~ 
thermore, the ruthless cutting of timbered areas leaves the slopes 
of the hills denuded, exposes them to gullying during the tropical 
showers of the summer time and to abrasion by the strong moun­
tain winds. Excl!pt in the districts where small holdings prevail. 

, Molina Euriquez. op. cU •• p. 90. 
• On tbeae estimates see Wallace Thompson, op. cU., pp. 145-146. 
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and where care of the land is necessarily more imperative, one 
sees little effort made to conserve the resources of the farm lands 
or to introduce improvements in the methods of agriculture. The 
deterioration involved cannot but tend to offset in some degree 
the natural increase in the economic value of the properties. 

THE SOCIAL VALUE OF THE HACIENDA 

The hacienda has, however, a social value which far outweighs 
its economic worth in the eyes of the average Mexican. Every 
Mexican aspires to be a landowner; and the life of the hacendado 
holds a charm unrivaled by the attractions of any other occupa­
tion. The elements which make this appeal are sufficiently obvi­
ous: pride of proprietorship, a minimum of toil, the leisurely 
oversight;f an estate, and unlimited opportunity for the exercise 
of authority over humble servitors. Furthermore, the life of the 
hacendado offers ample occasion for the display of fine horses, 
expensive trappings, and picturesque accouterments; while the 
rounds of supervision call for periods of life in the open and pro­
vide the subtle attraction of occasional personal hardships and 
dangers. Herein lies the real value of a Mexican hacienda to its 
owner. The hacendado, the "man on horseback" of whom Blasco 
Ibanez often speaks in his characterization of Mexico, is the real 
hero of the nation. A large rural estate is the goal of ambition of 
every true Mexican, and the sentimental value that attaches to 
these holdings is an influence in the life of the nation that far 
eclipses the economic value of the properties.' . 

THE PLACE OF THE HACIENDA IN THE LIFE OF THE NATION 

The haciendas and their owners have, in most respects, dom­
inated the life of Mexico. This domination is less economic than 
social or political. Opinions differ as to the proportion of the 
nation's food supply that is derived from the haciendas and from 
the smaller properties. Statistics that would settle the question 

• Molina EnriQ.uez, ot>. ciI., p. 8S If. 
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have, apparently, never been compiled; but, even if the smaller 
farms supply the greater part of the food for public consumption, 
it is the haciendas, with their greater ability to hold their prod­
uce for a favorable price, that control the markets. In matters 
of wages and conditions of work the haciendas also exert a deter­
mining influence. 

The social and political influence of the haciendas is more direct 
and powerful. Throughout the history of Mexico the landhold­
ing clast' has generally dominated social conditions. It has set 
the standards of morals, education, and amusement for the 
middle class and has determined the conditions under which the 
manual laborer must live. Moreover, the great landholders have 
ruled the country. This small class, .numbering 8,000 to 10,000 

proprietors, has at all times exercised a prepondera.I\t influence 
in national affairs and has usually been in control in individual 
states. III truth, while the Indian element has through its polit­
ico~agrarian pueblo and its caciques m~intained a fair degree of 
local self-government, the great landholders have been the only 
group in the country whose training and experience have fitted 
them to deal with the larger aspects of national government. In 
the colonial period their influence constantly thwarted the 
benevolent measures of the home government; and since the 
birth of the republic legislation has been dictated by them, and 
largely in their interest. If, as has sometimes happened in revo­
lutionary periods, landholders were unable to prevent the en­
actment of laws opposed to their interests, they have usually 
succeeded in controlling the enforcement of the objectionable 
laws. In the War for Independence they blocked the democratic 
tendencies of Morelos and Hidalgo and substituted for these 
leaders the aristocratic regime of Iturbide. In the middle of the 
nineteenth century the great proprietors supported Maximilian 
in his struggle against the J u{uez reform movement. Though 
ultimately defeated in that contest, they succeeded later in 
nullifying the agrarian program by their influence in the land 
legislation of the Diaz administration. Working hand in hand 
with the clerical party, they have uniformly constituted the con-
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servative element, opposing, as contrary to their interests, most 
of the liberal measures puL forward.1O 

It must, however, be remembered that the development of 
the natural resources of the country has been chiefly due to the 
landholders and their associates, the foreign capitalists. To their 
efforts Mexico owes the building of roads; the construction of 
railways; the erection of splendid government buildings, execu­
tive mansions, legislative halls, schools, museums, and theaters; 
as well as the creation of parks, boulevards, and public monu­
ments. Irrigation has been carried on largely by the landholders, 
and many of the mines have been developed by them or their 
foreign associates. It is a record of achievement that would elicit 
enthusiastic praise if one could but forget the system of land­
holding and of labor upon which this program of improvements 
has been based. At present, as for short periods during the War 
for Independence and during the Reforma, the hacendado class 
is out of the saddle. Most of their farms are either abandoned 
and in ruins or are held and worked by some favorite of the 
revolution. It remains to be seen whether the dispossessed land­
holders will not re-establish their influence in time to thwart the 
agrarian program of the revolution and to gain control of the 
government before their system can be overthrown. 

ORIGIN AND HISTORY OF THE HACIENDA 

Many of the haciendas in Mexico trace their origin to the ex­
tensive grants of land made in the early years of the Spanish 
conquest and have often remained in the possession of the same 
family. The system by which they are held also dates from the 
early colonial period and has thus become a deeply rooted insti­
tution. Because of the permanence of this system of latifundia in 
Mexico and because of its powerful influence in the life of the 
nation, it will be well to trace briefly its historical development. 

The aim of the Spaniards in their conquest of the New World 
was threefold. First of all, they sought to extend the realm of 

10 See the description of /os aiollos 5O_'" in Molina Enriquez • .". rit.. pp. 38-
39; Fernando Gonzlilez Roa: EI aspecto agrario deJa Revoluci6n Mexicans. Mexico. 
1!1I9. pp. 61-'15. 
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the crown. This was the primary motive assigned for the initial 
voyage of Columbus, as for most of the expeditions of exploration 
and conquest undertaken by his successors. Next in importance, 
and closely associated with it, was the zeal for bringing pagan 
nations to a knowledge of the Christian faith. Even in the midst 
of invasions, wars, plunderings, and massacres the Spaniards 
never forgot this purpose. The third motive which prompted the 
Spanish occupation of the New World was the acquisition of 
wealth. These three aims directed the Spaniards in their settle­
ment of the New World and in the establishment of what even­
tually became the characteristic system of land tenure in Span­
ish America. 

THE ENCOMIENDAS 

After the occupation of Mexico the system of encomiendas 
and repartimientos was introduced to serve these aims. The 
system was not new, having been employed earlier in the con­
quest of the Balearic and the Canary Islands and in the recon­
quest of southern Spain from the Moors. As first established 
in the western hemisphere, the system of encomiendas or reparti­
mientos 11 consisted in the distribution of the Indians among the 
conquerors. To each colonist was assigned a certain chieftain 
with his followers, and these were obliged to till lands, work 
mines, or carry burdens for the encomendero. The assignee was 
strictly enjoined to instruct his Indians in Christian doctrine and 
in the ways of civilization, as well as to treat them justly and to 
protect them when necessary.11 To the kings of Spain the sys­
tem offered an effective means for reducing the native inhabi-

It Tbeoe grants of Indiana were at firat called r.parlimim/o.. Then. perhaps in 
order to molIify the opposition of Queen IsabelIa, they were termed encomu .. d,.. 
(sill1lifyinll that the Indiana were entrusted to the Spaniards' care). In the Weat 
Indies, and BOme other parts of America. they came to be termed reparlimie,dos 
when aaaigned for the firat time and .ncomu .. da. when subsequently allotted. 
In Mexico the word ",IlI,'i",",,1o was used in later years to signify the allotment 
of Indiana made to a Spaniard for service in the mines, corresponding to the ",ikJ 
in Peru; while the term mcomienda was applied only to the grants of Indian villagel 
with the service of their inhabitants. See Antonio de Le6n Pinelo: Tratado de 
confirmacionea reaJea de encomiendas. Madrid, 1630, Part I. Ch. I. 

II Bartolom~ de las Casas: Historia de \as Indiaa, Madrid, 1875-76, Vol. " 
pp. 346-351. 
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tants to subjection and to Christian practices. Introduced first 
in the West Indies, the repartimiento, by reason of the severity of 
the service demanded, had practically depopulated the islands 
within a few decades. It had, however, effectually brought the 
islands under Spanish authority, had given the invaders posses­
sion of the soil, and had provided them with labor whereby they 
could live without performing manual work, which the inherited 
notions of the Castilians rendered distasteful and which the 
climate of the tropics made almost impossible .. 

In the conquest of Mexico the Spaniards had at once been led 
past the coast lands and had established themselves upon the 
temperate uplands of the Mesa Central. Here they had found an 
agricultural people, who for centuries had occupied and tilled 
the fertile but restricted bolsones and valleys of the plateau and 
prized the soil as their chief possession. Furthermore, the Span­
iards found, in the Aztec empire, a system of tribute already es­
tablished, by which the emperor and his associated chieftains had 
drawn revenue from conquered districts. The existing system 
suited well the needs of the Spaniards, and, replacing the Aztec 
chiefs in political control, they collected the tribute formerly paid 
to the Aztec emperor. In one important feature the plan of 
partition adopted in Mexico differed from that previously em­
ployed in the West Indies. In the earlier case the unit of allot­
ments in the encomiendas and repartimientos had been the indi­
vidual cacique, such and such a cacique and his followers having. 
been assigned to each Spaniard.11 Among the sedentary Mexi­
cans, the unit of place was substituted for that of kinship and 
allotments were made, not by caciques, but by villages, each 
Spaniard receiving a village or a group of villages as his enco­
mienda. The numerous towns that composed the Aztec empire 
were promptly distributed among the conquerors, each grantee 
being allowed to collect for himself the tribute of his district, 
consisting usually of the natural products of the land. These 
grants of tribute districts became what Amunategui It calls las 

II Bartolom6 de las Casas, op <iI., Vol. 2, p. 373. 
" Domingo Amunbegui y Solar: Las encomiendas de indljenas en Chile, Santi­

allO de Chile, 1909-10: Vol. I, p. 174: Vol. " p. 71. 
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enann~ territoriales, to distinguish them from the grants of 
the services of Indians unattached to lands. The encomenderos 
in Mexico were, moreover, permitted to exact certain personal 
services from the Indians entrusted to them, such as labor in the 
household and in the fields and attendance upon the grantee 
when the latter visited the estate. 

The flncomietuIa was intended primarily as a means whereby 
the Spaniards might live in the new land and might utilize the 
services of the Indians in the development of its resources. At the 
same time, royal orders strictly enjoined that the persons and 
property of the natives should be respected by those placed over 
the various districts. II Within a brief period, however, the system 
lost its original character and became simply a method of land 
tenure, since the colonists soon came to look upon the districts 
assigned to them as being virtually their own and to regard the 
native agriculturists. as their serfs. The process of this evolu­
tion was facilitated by the fact that overlordship of the land with 
peasant cultivators had long been one of the characteristic fea­
tures of agrarian institutions in Castile, where large tenanted 
estates were in part a result of the feudal organization of society 
in preceding centuries and in part a consequence of the pastoral 
character of Spain's arid fMSflta.11 Following this precedent, a 
system of overlordships came into existence in Mexico wherever 
the Spaniards found a native people already settled on the land; 
and, before the close of the first half-century of occupation, a 
large part of the inhabited region of Mexico was held in enco­
m~. 

The individual allotments were often on a princely scale. 
Cortes himself was rewarded with a vast concession. It included 
22 towns (each with its surrounding lands), representing a popu­
lation of 23,000 vassals. The territory comprising this grant lay 
in what is now the states of Morelos, Oaxaca, Puebla, M~ico, 
and Veracruz (Figs. 18 and 19) and !ncluded a large part of 

u Recopilaci6D de \eyes de 100 reynoo de las India&. 3n1 edit., Madrid, 17740 
Book VI. Cbs. &-15 • 

•• FraDCiac:o de Cird ...... " Espejo: Eoaayo 10"'" Ia bistoria de Ia propiedad 
teJritoriaJ ell Espafla, Madrid, 1873. 
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the inhabited area of the first two. These lands, among the 
choicest in Mexico, contained part of the rich alluvial lands 
of Atlixco, now famous for its irrigated wheat farms (Fig. 16); 
the Valley of Cuernavaca, to this day the richest center of cane 

FIG. IB-Sketch map showing the towns granted to CortEs in Morelos and 
MEorico and the approximate area of the land included in the grants. Scale, 
I : 1,630,000, or about 25 mile. to the inch. (Based on the second reference in 
footnote 17.) 

production in the entire country; and the fertile valley lands 
around the present city of Oaxaca. We can only roughly esti­
mate the extent of the grant thus made, but the king of Spain 
is said to have remarked, when friends of Cortes asked for 
further favors, that the conqueror already held estates greater 
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than those of some European dukedoms. The areas claimed 
must have amounted to not less than 25.000 square miles 
and contained a total population of some 115.000 people, if 
we accept the interpretation which Cortes himself insisted upon, 

~ 
/ 
( 

p A I F I 

Flc. 19-5Itetch map showiug the _ granted to Cortes in Ouac:a and Venoauz 
and the appraJdmate area 01 the land included in the granI& ScaJe. I: 5.8so • .-. 
or about 91 miles to the inch. (Based on the oemnd refereoc:e In footDote 17.) 

namely that the -23,000 vassa1s· mentioned in the grant re­
ferred only to the free heads of families.17 The royal decree grant-

.. V_nte Ri .... Palacio: M&im , _..& de loa aigIoa. MeJdm. 11887-119.1 Vol. 
2. pp. 18a-11i.J. A 1ist 01 the __ and districta panted to Cortes may be found 
in a petition _ted by Ibm to the Audienda in 1532. See CoIea:i6u de documeD­
toe i..ewtoe ••• del Real Arcbivn de Indias, Vol. 12. Madrid. 1869. pp. SS4-s63. 
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ing these estates specified that Cortes should have the lands and 
vassals, the woods and the pastures, all waters, both running and 
standing, and complete civil and criminal jurisdiction-all the 
rights, in short, which belonged to the crown itself in the afore­
said lands. In addition to these vast estates, Cortes also held a 
number of mining properties in Zacatecas, Sultepec, Taxco, and 
Tehuantepec. His entire possessions were formed into a mayor­
azgo (an entailed estate) in 1535, so that the property should 
pass entire to his heir and remain in the family undivided. As 
late as the beginning of the nineteenth century this property 
remained almost intact, and contained IS villas, 157 pueblos, 89 
haciendas, II9 ranchos,s estancias, with 150,000 people.18 

Another example of the extensive grants made to Spaniards 
was the entire alcauUa, or district, of Tula, in the present state of 
Hidalgo. This district with its eight pueblos and nearly 300 
Indian families was held by the Duke of Atrisco. It was a fertile 
region producing an abundance of grain and fruits which were 
sold in the markets of Mexico City. Excellent lime was also pro­
duced here and shipped to the city in large quantities. The town 
and district of Xochimilco was given as encomienda to Pedro de 
Alvarado, the trusted lieutenant of Cortes. The grant contained 
the fertile alluvial lands beside Lake Xochimilco and many of 
the famous "floating gardens." The district was densely popu­
lated; it contained at that time some 30,000 people and sup­
plied 2,500 soldiers for the army with which Alvarado conquered 
Guatemala. Another entire province was held by Juan Jaramillo, 
the husband of the famous Marina. This was Xilotepeque, in 
which, according to L6pez de Velasco,1V there were about 26,000 

tributary Indians, making a total population of not far from 
130,000 people, distributed in seven districts, with many towns 
and scattered settlements. One of the greatest of the encomien­
das territorially was that given to Juan de Villasenor y Cer-

n Fernando Navarro y Noriega: Memoria sobre Ia poblaci6n del reino de Nueva­
Espafla (.8.41. Bol. Soe. d. Geogr. y EsladlsUea de Ia R.pNbliea M.%iealUJ. Ser. '. 
Vol. I. .869. pp •• 81-'9'; reference OD p •• 89. 

n Juan L6pe> de Velasco: Geografla y descripci6n universal de las Indias. 
recopilada ••• desde el allo de 1571 aI de 15740 publicada ••• por don Justo 
ZaraaOA. Madrid. 1894. p. 197. 
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vantes. It consisted of almost the entire state of Guanajuato, as 
at present constituted, an area of over 10,000 square miles. The 
region is now one of the principal grain-producing centers of the 
country, with a population of something more than a million 
people. At the time of the Conquest it was far less populous than 
now, for the Chichimecas, who occupied the greater part of it, 
were not settled agriculturists. Within a short time, however, 
valuable mines were discovered in the now famous mining dis­
trict of Guanajuato, and the rich though somewhat arid plain, 
called the Bajlo became one of the most important farming re­
gions of the country. Some of the encomiendas were so large-for 
example that of Jaramillo-that the king gave orders to have 
them reduced in size. Apparently his commands were disre­
garded, for a good authority states that only a few towns were 
taken away from individuals as a result of this order.m 

Not all of the conquistadores received encomiendas on the scale 
described. Many of them had to be content with much smaller 
favors; particularly when the number of deserving perSons in­
creased rapidly as a result of frequent expeditions to conquer 
outlying districts. The smaller grants often consisted of a group 
of villages, in some cases of a single pueblo; and, at times, even a 
single town might be divided between two encomenderos. 

Duration of Encomiendas 

As originally granted, the encomiendas could be revoked at the 
pleasure of the king. With the growing permanence of possession 
and, particularly, when the conquest of Peru had extended Span­
ish qominion over another great area inhabited by sedentary agri­
culturists, this practice was gradually altered. In 1536, by the 
Law of Succession, grants were extended to include the entire life 
of the grantee (or that of his wife) and the lives of his children­
that is for two generations or "two lives" (/los vidas, as it was 
expressed in Spanish).21 At the expiration of this period the 
encomiendas were supposed to revert to the crown and might 

II Le6n Pinelo. 0'. ,U •• P. 83 • 
•• Ibid., p. 5. . 
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then be bestowed upon some other person. As a matter of fact, 
their permanence was already assured, at least in the minds of 
the colonists. This became apparent when the "New Laws" of 
1542, which had provided for the total abolition of the encomien­
das and for the complete reform of colonial administration in 
America, met with such stormy opposition in Mexico and Peru 
that their repeal was found necessary.H 

To avoid any possible lapse of their grants, a strong effort was 
made by the colonists, in 1555, to obtain a decree from the king 
making the encomiendas perpetual. The benevolent Las Casas 
was able to block this movej but, in 1559, a third life was added 
when the king permitted, though he did not officially sanction, 
the retention· of encomiendas by the third generation. Some 
twenty years later a plea was made for a further extension, but 
no royal decree was obtained until 1607, when formal sanction 
was given to the third life and a fourth life was granted. After a 
lapse of another twenty years, in 1629, the matter again carne up, 
and a fifth life was added.1I Thus, generation after generation, 
during a whole century, the titles to encomiendas were extended, 
with the natural result that they carne to be regarded as pos­
sessions of the family by which they were retained. 

PEONfAS AND CABALLERfAS 

Some of the Mexican haciendas owe their origin to other forms 
of grant .. Not all Spaniards who carne to New Spain after the 
Conquest were accommodated with large tribute districts. 
There were many who, for one reason or another, received out­
right grants of land, but without vassals. These grants were of 
two kinds: peonlas and caballerlas, so called originally, because 
they were rewards to soldiers of the two arms of the service, the 
peones (infantry) and the caballerla (mounted troops). The 
same terms had been used earlier to designate the rewards in 
land that were given to soldiers who aided in the reconquest of 
Spain from the Moors. As applied in the West Indies and, later, 

II The New Laws of the Indies. [edit. and trans!. by] Henry Stevens and F. W. 
Lucas, London. 1893. pp. zc-z:ci. 

• Ibid., p. xcii. 
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in Mexico and other colonies, these grants were made, perhaps 
for the first time, specific in size. Addula of June 18,1513, estab­
lished standards of land grants to be made in the entire New 
World. According to this, a peonta was to consist of the following 
lands:" (I) a building plot (sola,) 50 by 100 feet; (2) agricul­
tural land containing 100 fanegas de labor for wheat and 10 
fanegas for com (equal to about 35 or 40 acres in all); (3) two 
luu:bras Si of land for orchard and eight for a timber plot; (4) pas­
ture for 10 hogs, 20 cows, 100 sheep, and 20 goats--this we may 
-estimate as from 30 to 50 acres. The peonta, then, was supposed 
to represent the amount of land of different kinds sufficient to 
maintain a single family in modest circumstances and would 
probably comprise something over 100 acres, varying, however, 
according to the character of the land. Persons of greater merit 
were to be given an allotmen t of land five times that of the peonta. 
This was called the caballe,ta, although it was apparently not 
restricted, in the colonies, to mounted troops. It comprised, 
apparently, some 165 acres of arable land, with pasture sufficient 
to support over 700 cattle of different kinds. The entire grant 
would probably contain from 500 to 1,000 acres ofland, according 
to its character. 

In these grants of peontas and caballe,tas it was specified that 
the distribution should be made in such manner as to give each 
person some of the best, some medium, and some poor land. 
Improvement and four years' occupation were to give full title 
to the property. Both the peontas and the cabaUertas-in fact, 
any grant of land alon~me to be called a _ced, a favor 
from the king. In the long run these grants formed the nucleus 
about which the recipients accumulated additional holdings. 
The means by which this aggrandizement was effected were 
various, but consisted usually in the seizure of Indian holdings, 

• Mariano Galvin Rivera: Ordenauzas de tierns y agDaS. etc... 5th edit .• Mesico. 
1855. pp. 105-107. and 206-21.; ADiceto vaUamar: Las !eyeS federales vigentes 
aobre tierras. bosque&. aguas. ejidoa. colonizaci.6o. . • • • 2nd ediL . . . • COD una 
reselIa hist6rica de Ia propiedad territorial en Mbico. por eJ lie:. S. Moreno Cora. 
Mesico. 1910. p. 16; M. G. Reynolds. Spanish and Mesican Land Laws. St. Loui .. 
Mo.. 1895. p. 43. 

• It. It_G. or , ....... was as much land as a yoke of """" col1id plow ill a day. 
abollt half an acre. 
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in marrying Indian women who were owners of property, or in 
the occupation of unclaimed lands. 

HACIENDAS FROM OTHER SOURCES 

Some haciendas are said to have been created from the hold­
ings of the Aztec chieftains (cacicazgos). These lands, if held in 
fee simple, with tenants attached, as seems to have been the case 
in certain instances, would easily have been converted into 
seiiorios, with which the Spaniards had been familiar in their 
own country. Upon such holdings the colonists merely replaced 
the fallen Indian chiefs as overlords. Zorita, writing about 1560, 
says that "all the nobility have now lost their lands, their serfs 
(mayeques), and their renters, and are very poor." 28 These lands 
the Spaniards treated as legitimate spoils of war, and they were 
appropriated to form the estates. of the conquerors. 

Large Mexican estates were created in still other ways. Thus 
a number were formed by purchase from the Indians. This 
procedure was followed, more particularly, in the province of 
Tlaxcala, where the Spanish authorities had decreed that no 
encomiendas should be granted, because the Indians had allied 
themselves with Cortes and had aided him in the overthrow of 
Montezuma. The hacienda called Santa Anna Atoyasalco, in 
Tlaxcala, may be taken as typical of such farms. It had its be­
ginnings in the gift of a piece of land made, in 1582, by an Indian 
woman to a Spaniard who had befriended her a'ld her husband. 
Other plots were added to it, during the following years, some by 
purchase, some by gift, some by inheritance.27 Such transfers of 
land from Indians to whites were supposed to be made only 
after the approval of the Viceroy had been obtained,lP but, with 
the disorder that prevailed in the early years of the Spanish dom­
ination, the titles thus acquired were frequently imperfect, 
as subsequent events showed. 

16 ICEst6.n tan pobres Que no tienen Que comer. y estan desposeidos de sus seftorfos 
y tierras y renteros y ma,tquts .. ,- (Alonso de Zorita: Breve y sumaria reJaci6n, 
iN Joaquin Garcia Icubalceta: Nueva colecci6n de documentos para 1a historia 
de Mexico. Vol. 3, Mexico, 1891, pp. 71-227; reference on p. 168.) 

" For data regarding this property I am indebted to Mr. W. O. Jenkins, of 
Puebla, who kindly permitted me to look over the ancient title deeds in his pos­
session. 

II Le6n Pinelo. 0/1. cil., p. 171. 
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DISTRIBUTION OF THE EARLY HOLDINGS OF THE SPANIARDS 

The large holdings acquired by the Spaniards in the years im­
mediately following the Conquest (both the encomiendas and the 
estates which had been formed in other ways) were located, di­
rectly or indirectly, in response to certain geographical influences. 

By the end of the first half-century (1572) the number of 
encomiendas that had been granted to individuals in New 
Spain was said to have been 507, yielding annually the sum of 
400,000 pesos in tribute. The crown still held 320 tribute dis­
tricts, reserved for the king's revenue and yielding him 50,000 
pesos per year. The entire number of encomiendas was dis­
tributed as in Table I: II 

TABLE I-DISTRIBUTION OF "ENCOMIENDAS' IN 1572 

REGIONS 
RESERVED BY BELONGING TO 

TOTAL 
THE KING INDIVIDUALS 

I. Audiencia de Mexico 
Archbishopric of Mex-

ico (including 13 
central provinces) 60 126 186 

Bishopric of Tlaxcaia 
(including Veracru2) 61 66 127 

Bishopric of Oaxaca • 68 82 ISO 
Bishopric of Michoa-

din (including Co-
lima) 79(?) 1St?) 94 

II. Audiencia de la Nueva 
Galicia (including 
]alisco, Zacatecas. 
and regions slightly 
explored to the north 
and west) 52 52 104 

III. Gobernaci6n de Yucatan 
(including Tabasco) ... 130 130 

IV. Victoria (Campeche) . ... 36 36 
- - -
320 507 827 

n Complied from L6pez de Velasco, oj). <i/., pp. 182-282. The author uses the 
word reparlimimun, showing that at this date the terms were almost interchange­
able. 
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In the general distribution of encomiendas geographical factors 
operated indirectly. These tribute districts were of value only 
where the more advanced tribes provided a source of revenue 
and where the services of sedentary Indians might be utilized in 
fields, mines, and households. They were limited, in the main, to 
the territory occupied by the Nahua tribes of the Mesa Central, 
the territory of the Mayas in Yucatan, and a few favored areas 
on the Oaxaca plateau, where, as we have seen, conditions of 
climate and soil favor human habitation. In the highland regions 
the combination of a genial temperature, sufficient rainfall, and 
productive soil had made concentration of population possible 
under aboriginal conditions; and the same factors influenced in 
tum the distribution of the Spanish grants. In the northern part 
of Yucatan the relatively light rainfall, as compared with other 
sections of the tierra caliente, had been the controlling factor in 
the growth of a dense Indian population and affected similarly 
the establishment of encomiendas. 

Within these general regions where the Indian popUlation 
centered the lands occupied by the newcomers were selected 
with reference to certain changes caused by the new economic 
factors which were being introduced. In several important 
respects the use of the land by the colonists differed from that 
of the native civilization which they were displac;:ing. Perhaps the 
most important innovation made by the Europeans who settled 
in Mexico was the introduction of domestic animals. With 
beasts of burden, draft animals, and extensive herds of cattle, 
none of which the Indians had ever possessed, conditions of life in 
Mexico underwent a great change. The plow, drawn by oxen or 
mules, replaced the crude spade of the native and made possible 
a better and more extensive cultivation of the soil. Human bur­
den-bearers gave way to trains of mules and horses or to the 
great oxcarts of Spain, which greatly facilitated travel and trans­
portation. The herds of horned cattle and of horses, sheep, and 
goats made grasslands (hitherto unutilized) of little less value 
than the arable ground. Furthermore, when some of the rich 
nlineral deposits of Mexico were discovered soon after the Con-
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quest, new centers of population sprang up which gave an 
unheard-of importance to even the slightly productive soil in 
adjacent lands where supplies for the miners might be raised. 
The introduction of European plants also affected conditions of 
living. Of these the most important, in their effect upon the use 
of the land, were 'wheat and rice; while the demand for sugar 
and the consequent development of cane culture (already known 
in Mexico) brought added value to lands suitable for its growth. 
In their eager exploitation of the mineral resources of the coun­
try the Spaniards extended their settlements into the moun­
tainous regions where the natives had seldom penetrated. The 
new cities of Guanajuato, Pachuca, San Luis Potosi, and Zaca­
tecas, with numerous other mining towns, sprang up, each 
one becoming the nucleus about which clustered agricultural 
holdings wherever a patch of arable soil could be found. The 
search for mines also pushed the line of settlements far to the 
north, opening up for Spanish occupation large areas of territory 
that had heretofore been but the home of wandering tribes. 

The introduction of cattle made it essential that extensive 
grasslands should be included in the holdings of the Spaniards. 
By 1572 many such regions had been appropriated or had been 
secured by grants. There were herds upon the pastures of the 
province of Mexico, where the Valley of Toluca and the luscious 
meadows of the mountain heights (Fig. 7) attracted the Spanish 
herdsman. The plain of Ozumba, still a notable stock-raising 
district, had also been occupied by cattle. In the valley of 
Tepeaca, among the hills of Michoaca.n and Jalisco, upon the flat 
baj£o of Guanajuato (at that time but slightly cultivated), and 
upon the sabanas of Yuca:tan and Tabasco, the Spaniards held 
large herds, either upon their own estancias or upon the unoc­
cupied areas between Indian holdings.1II The desire for land suit­
able for the cultivation of wheat, rice, and sugar cane IS seen 

.. L6pez de Velasco, op. ,iI., pp. 182-.8., give. many data regarding the use the· 
Spaniarda were making of the land, the crops they were cultivating, etc. By 1550 
the crOWD bad already found it necessary to issue· decrees protecting the unfenced 
field. of the Indians from the encroachment of Spanish cattle farm., See "Recopi­
Jaci6n," Book IV, Ch. 12, Law 12. 
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also to have guided the Spaniards in their selection and to have 
influenced the distribution of their holdings. While the uncer­
tain rainfall of the Mesa Central usually suffices for a fair yield of 
corn, these newly introduced crops were found to require irriga­
tion. Hence the haciendas which were devoted to the cultivation 
of these products were established in districts where a sufficient 
supply of water was available. Most notable among these dis­
tricts were those of Cuernavaca, where the large estates of Cortes 
were early given over to cane culture; the VaUey of Puebla, 
where the still famous region of Atlixco (Fig. 16) was declared 
to be "the finest wheat land in the world:" the more temperate 
parts of Oaxaca; the rich lands about Lake Pfltzcuaro (Fig. 26); 
the region about Guadalajara: and a few isolated valleys near 
the mining centers of Durango and Zacatecas. These regions 
are still largely devoted to the cultivation of the sa~e crops. 

CONFIRMATION OF LAND TITLES 

SO numerous and extensive did these large estates become that 
there was little good land left, either for the aborigines who did 
not live on the farms or for the agricultural towns that the 
government was forming wherever a new settlement of Spaniards 
could be established. In order to check this evil and, at the 
same time, to protect and perfect the titles to lands rightfuUy 
acquired, the Spanish government adopted a series of measures 
providing for the examination of aU deeds. The first steps in 
this direction were taken in 1571; in 1631 and 1643 a more gen­
eral examination of titles was made; while similar measures fol­
lowed in 1674, 1716, and 1754. ManyofthehaciendasinMexico 
date their titles from these confirmations, which were caUed 
composiciones. 

A composici6n theoreticaUy consisted of the measurement and 
demarcation of the property in question, as well as the correction 
of any flaws in the title. Detailed measurements of properties 
were at first attempted, but they were seldom carried to comple­
tion; indeed, the estates were frequently so extensive that an 
exact survey of their lands was almost an impossible task. More­
over, the boundaries between properties, as between the political 
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divisions of the country, were often formed by a barren, unin­
habited range of mountains, an infertile lava flow, or a profound 
chasm. In such cases there was little need of more than nominal 
bounds. The titles, too, were often so indefinite as to make recog­
nition of the boundaries impossible. 

One of the earliest attempts to make such a survey was under­
taken in the district of Chalco, in the Valley of Mexico, which was 
thought to contain a large amount of land that had been illegally 
occupied and that should still belong to the crown. The cost of 
demarcation was great, both in time and money, and so little 
public land was actually found that the king received only an 
insignificant return for the expenditure involved. After this fail­
ure the property owners in Huejotzingo and Atlixco (the fertile 
wheat districts in the Valley of Puebla) arranged that a composi­
cion shoufd be accorded to their holdings collectively. On pay­
ment to the royal treasury of the sum of 16,000 pesos title to the 
lands they then held was confirmed by royal decree, thus secur­
ing them against any imperfections that might have existed 
formerly and against any further occasion of having their titles 
questioned (1643). The properties in the province of Panuco 
and in the corregimiento of Huejutla were likewise confirmed en 
bloc by a composicion in the same year, the holders being obliged 
to pay into the treasury the sum of 6,200 pesos. By these acts' 
the crown ceded its rights to all lands lying within these districts, 
declaring that there no longer existed within their limits any bal­
dtos (unclaimed lands) whatsoever and establishing the safest of 
guarantees for the landholders.a1 At a much later date (1757) 
titles to the properties within the province of Tlaxcala were also 
confirmed collectively, with the same declaration that there no 
longer existed baldios of any kind within its bounds. When, 
during the Dlaz administration, a commission was appointed to 
seek out and survey the public lands in Tlaxcala, the kacendados 
invoked this ancient guarantee and secured its confirmation.82 

.1 Joaqufn Maniau Torquemada: Compendia de fa historia de 18 Real Hacienda 
de Nueva Espafia. escrito en el ado de 1794. Mexico. '1914. p. 23: Fabian de Fonseca 
and Carlos de Urrutia: Historia general de Real Hacienda. Mexico. 1851. Vol. 4. 
pp. 308-428: "VentaB, composiciones y confinnaciones de tierras y aguas.· . 

It The list of properties thus confirmed is contained in the so-called Libra Raja 
(Red Book) de Tlaxcala. which is in the possession of every hacendado in the state. 
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SUBORDINATE TENURE OF THE INDIAN TENANTS 

As we have seen, most of the encomiendas consisted of villages 
or groups of villages in which the aborigines continued to hold 
their lands in common, subject to the grant made by the Spanish 
crown. The gradual change of character suffered by the larger 
unit carried with it a modification of the smaller, and the Indians 
passed from the status of free communal landholders to that of 
serfs bound more or less strictly to the hacienda upon which they 
lived. The transformation was gradual and, in many cases, must 
have been almost imperceptible. It was, however, completed and 
legalized by the composici6n, under which legal title definitely 
passed from the hands of the aboriginal community. The In­
dians remalOed on the estates with certain rights of occupa.ncy, 
recognized by custom, and in conformity with the mutual inter­
est of landlord and laborer, but the ownership was now vested 
in the conquering race. 

Upon haciendas that had been formed in other ways peons 
were also to be found, their presence being explained by the ab­
sorption of their lands into the hacienda, the occupants remain­
ing as tenants upon the estate. In other instances the natives, 
having lost the lands they had formerly cultivated in common, 
had been obliged to seek permission to settle upon the holdings 
of Spaniards. Under these conditions they received, as part of 
the wage for the labor which they contributed to the farm, a hut 
(or the right to build one) and a small plot of ground which they 
might work for themselves. Prolonged residence and uninter­
rupted use, in such cases, established a claim in the mind of the 
Indian, who knew little of the law of real property and con­
cerned himself only with its possession and use. Thus in various 
ways subordinate rights grew up, established and hedged about 
by custom, which defined, more or less clearly, the relations of 
tenant and landlord. 

ENTAILED ESTATES 

During the colonial period, when once a large estate had been 
formed in Mexico, either by the transformation of an encomienda 
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into a farm or by other means, it ordinarily remained unbroken. 
This stability was due to two facts: first, an encomienda. might 
not be divided, and, second, the general practice was to create a 
mayorazgo (an entailed estate). No sooner would a colonist ac­
quire a fortune, whether from trade, mining, the tribute of In­
dian villages, or the product of his farms, than he would seek a 
title of nobility and with his title would go the estate, which must 
then remain undivided. Distinguished services to the crown were 
also rewarded by the bestowal of a title, accompanied by the 
creation of a mayorazgo, and often with a large grant of land or of 
tribute villages.1I It was this custom of forming mayorazgos, a 
custom which prevailed until the era of independence, that was 
largely responsible for the preservation of large estates in Mexico. 
Aggregation was constantly going on; division of property 
was almost impossible. 

ENTAILED ECCLESIASTICAL ESTATES 

Another manner in which lands were accumulated and held 
inalienably was the acquisition of real estate by the various eccle­
siastical corporations. Spain had long been accustomed to this 
concentration of property in the hands of the church, and, though 
legislation was enacted from time to time tending to check the 
practice, it is said that nearly half of the land in Spain in the 
sixteenth century was held by the clergy. Measures were taken 
to guard against such a situation in Mexico, the recipients of 
lands being forbidden to sell them to church, monastery, or "any 
other ecclesiastical person.- It Not even a site for a monastery or 
other religious institution could be obtained without a special 
permit from king or viceroy. In spite of these measures, however, 
the church gained possession of large estates in various ways. 
Corte; himself began the practice of bestowing property upon 
religious institutions. In his will he endowed the Hospital de 
Nuestra Seiiora de Ia Concepci6n, now called the Hospital de 

• The metbod of forming __ 4 __ is prescribed in "R.ecopilacl6u." Book II, 
Cb. 33, Law 20; lee also Book IV, Cb, 3, Law 24-

.. "R.ecopilacl6u," Book IV, Cb. 12, Law 10: "DO las puedan veuder Ii IgI .. ia, ui 
Mouuterio, ui Ii Dba penoua Eclesiastica.· 
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Jesus Nazareno, in the city of Mexico, said to be built upon the 
spot where Cortes and Montezuma first met. Cortes also estab­
lished schools and convents in Coyoacan and provided funds for 
their support. His example was followed by others, so that, by 
'this means and by taking mortgages upon real estate, the church 
in Mexico began the acquisition of very extensive properties, 
which it continued to hold undivided for several centuries. 

ABOLITION OF ENCOMIENDAS 

In the later years of the colonial period steps directed toward 
the breaking up of these vast accumulations of land in the hands 
of a few persons were taken, the most significant being the abo­
lition of the encomiendas and the confiscation of the property of 
the Jesuits. The abolition of the encomiendas was a gradual proc­
ess; it was begun by the real cedula of July 12, 1720, but was not 
completed until the end of the century, during the reigns of 
Charles III and his son.a5 By the end of the eighteenth cen­
tury agricultural production had declined alarmingly both in 
the mother-country and in the colonies. This decadence was 
ascribed by the learned Jovellanos and other students of eco­
nomic conditions, to the excessive inequality in the distribution 
of the land.86 In Mexico this inequality was marked. The in­
struction given by the viceroy Revilla Gigedo to his successor 
calls attention to this fact and states that there were in Mexico 
at that time several hacendados each of whom possessed enough 
land to form an entire kingdom.87 The abolition of the enco­
miendas was intended to begin the dismemberment of these large 
holdings. Enforcement of the measure was delayed by the 

15 Amunategui y Solar. Ope cit., Vol. 2, pp. 227-266: "Abolici6n de las encomiendas 
en el virreinato del Penl," etc. In this account the report of the president of the 
Gobierno de Chile. Don Ambrosio O·Higgins. throws much light on the process by 
which the encomiendas were abolished. The encomiendas in Yucatan and Tabasco 
had been excepted from the general order abolishing the system in the American 
colonies. and only in 1785 (Dec. 16) was a ,Mula issued providing that they. too. 
should be abolished (Maniau Torquemada. op. ,;1 .• p. 4')' 

• Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos: Informe ... al Real y Supremo Consejo 
de Castilla en el expediente de ley agraria. Madrid. 1795. pp. 148-149. 

17 Conde de Revilla Gigedo: Instrucci6n reservada ... sabre el gobierno de 
este continente ... [1794.1 Mexico. 1831, p. 102. 
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opposition of the Spanish colonists, although, at this time, there 
was nothing like the violent opposition which had been shown in 
the earlier attempt to do away with the system. The encomien­
das, as a matter of fact, had radically changed in character: they 
were no longer, as at first, temporary territorial grants, and the 
repeated composiciones had confirmed the white man's hold upon 
the land. The only significance that the measure now had was 
to give the Indians a theoretically greater liberty in contracting 
for their services. This freedom was short-lived, for, even before 
the system of encomiendas had entirely disappeared, a new bon­
dage had been forged for the tenant in the system of advanced 
payments for his services, to which reference has already been 
made. The abolition of the encomiendas did not return the 
lands to the original possessors, nor did it legalize their claims 
even to a subordinate tenure. In most cases the Indians re­
mained on the haciendas, bound to the land by long-established 
custom and by the system of indebtedness. 

Nevertheless, the first successful attempt against the system of 
large holdings in Mexico dates from this period. Up to the 
middle of the eighteenth century everything had favored the 
accumulation of land in a few hands. Encomiendas which could 
not be divided, mayorazgos which preserved intact the holdings 
of·the aristocracy, the concentration of property in the hands of 
the clergy, all had contributed to the maintenance of large hold­
ings. Now, however, the spirit of democracy that was sweeping 
over the \Vestem world seems to have affected, in some degree, 
even the institutions of Spain and her American colonies. From 
this time forward, for a full century, there was a slow but almost 
uninterrupted movement in Mexico toward the division of the 
land and the creanon of small holdings. 

THE CONFISCATION OF JESUIT ESTATES 

The other attempt to modify the system of large holdings, in 
the latter part of the eighteenth century, was that directed 
against the property of the Jesuit order. 
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In 1767, when it was decided that all the Jesuits should be ex~ 
pelled from the Spanish dominions,38 the opportunity to seize 
their wealth was welcomed by the crown. They had held a large 
number of haciendas in Mexico, nearly all of them of great size 
and many of them among the most productive in the country. 
In spite of a strong popular opposition, these properties were 
confiscated and placed under a Direcci6n General de Temporali­
dades 39 charged with their disposition. At least 128 of the 
holdings were offered to the public, either undivided or broken up, 
on convenient terms of payment, with titles guaranteed in per­
petuity. The estates offered for sale were distributed as follows:40 

Bishopric of Mexico. 
Bishopric of Puebla . . 
Bishopric of Oaxaca. . 
Bishopric of Valladolid 
Bishopric of Guadalajara 
Bishopric of Durango . . 

41 

53 
2 

IS 
3 

14 

Religious opposition and other considerations made the sale of 
these estates proceed slowly, and some were still unsold at the 
close of the colonial regime. In the meantime they were admin­
istered and cultivated under the direction of the Real Hacienda 
(Treasury Department) of the viceroyalty. The confiscation of 
these estates is recognized to have been one of the most impor­
tant measures in the division of the land in Mexico and in the 
breaking up of the system of mortmain. 

NUMBER AND DISTRIBUTION OF LARGE ESTATES 

AT THE END OF THE COLONIAL PERIOD 

In New Spain, at the end of the colonial period (1810), there 
were 4,944 large farms (3,749 haciendas and 1,195 estancias de 
ganado, i.e. cattle ranches), distributed as shown in Table II.a 

II For the proclamation of expulsion see Riva Palacio. oiJ. <il .. Vol. 2. pp. 836-839. 
II I bid.. V cl. 2. Po 843. . 
•• Fonseca Bnd Urrutia. oiJ. <il •• Vol. 5. pp. 227-233. 
tI Navarro y Noriega, 0/1. &i,., pp. 290-291. 
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TABLE II-DISTRIBUTION OF LARGE HOLDINGS IN 18IO 

ESTANCIAS 
REGION HACIENDAS 

DE GANADO TOTAL 

/"tenden,ias 
Mexico 824 57 881 
Guadalajara 370 lI8 488 
Puebla 478 14 492 
Veracruz 60 ... 60 
Merida (Yucatan) 563 756 1.319 
Oaxaca 83 5 88 
Guanajuato 445 29 474 
Valladolid (Michoadin) 3II II5 426 
San Luis Potosi 124 18 142 
Zacatecas 108 i6 124 
Gobiemo de Tlaxcala 139 ... 139 

P,oIIi",itU /"tenuu de Oriente 
Gobiemo del Nuevo Reino de Le6n 23 ... 23 
Gobiemo del Nuevo Santander. ... '" . .. 
Gobiemo de Coahuila . 32 22 54 
Gobiemo de Texas ... 2 2 

P,oIIi",ias /"tw"as d. Occident. 
Durango ISS 32 187 
Ari2pe (Sonora) 34 II 45 
Nuevo Mexico ... ... . .. 

Cali/Offlias 
Gobiemo de la Antigua 6 Baja 

Califomia ... ... . .. 
Gobiemo de Ia Nueva 6 Alta 

California ... ... . .. 
- - -

Total 3.749 1.195 4.944 

As is evident, the greater part of the haciendas were situated 
upon the Mesa Central, within the intendencies of Mexico (in­
cluding the present states of Mexico, Morelos, Queretaro, 
Hidalgo, and Guerrero), Guadalajara (comprising the present 
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state of Jalisco as well as Nayarit and part of Colima), Puebla, 
and V,alladolid (Michoacan). The only marked exception 
appears in the case of Yucatan, where much the same agrarian 
conditions exist as on the Mesa Central. The intendencies of 
Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi, .bordering the Mesa Central 
on the north, also show a considerable number of haciendas. 
Thus we see that, as the presence of native labor largely deter­
mined the general distribution of the encomiendas and of the 
lands first acquired by the Spaniards, the same factor remained 
one of the principal influences in the distribution of haciendas 
after three centuries of occupation by the Europeans. Upon 
the humid coasts of Tabasco and Veracruz, among the hills of 
Oaxaca, and upon the dry plains to the north-in fact, in any 
region where a native agricultural population die!. not thrive 
sufficiently to furnish a supply of laborers for the large estates 
-very few haciendas existed. The cattle farms, at the end of 
the colonial period, were located chiefly on the grasslands which 
the Spaniards had occupied in the regions lying near their other 
holdings. Thus Yucatan, Jalisco, and Michoacan present the 
largest number of these estates. But the foregoing table shows 
also that cattle farms were being established upon the northern 
plains, particularly in Durango, Coahuila, and San Luis PotosI. 
Data for Nuevo Santander (Tamaulipas) would probably have 
indicated a number of cattle farms there, since not many years 
later an observant traveler says that "the plains are almost 
totally devoted to the pasturage of cattle."e Maps published 
about the end of the eighteenth century a show that in some 
cases the roads that led from the city of Mexico influenced the 
distribution of haciendas, since the Spaniards preferred to live 
in contact with their fellows, rather than in secluded districts 
among the Indians. The most notable example of this is the 
road leading to Acapulco, which is bordered on either side by 
haciendas . 

.. G. F. Lyon: Journal of a Residence and Tour in the Republic of Mexico in 
tbe Year 18.6, London, 18.8, Vol. 2, p. 25' • 

.. It is interesting to note that Humboldt's maps, published in 1804, begin to 
Indicate the location of haciendas, whereas in earlier maps the rural population is 
marked as inhabiting pueblos, 



THE HACIENDAS 

AGRARIAN ASPECT OF THE WAR FOR INDEPENDENCE 

The War for Independence in Mexico was not simply a political 
revolution. It had a social aspect and was influenced by under­
lying economic conditions. It has long' been recognized that the 
Mexican people revolted less against the authority of the crown 
than against· the dominance of gachupin (Spanish)' influence 
in the colony. Probably nowhere in the New World had the 
Spanish monopoly of property, position, and opportunity been 
carried to such an extreme as in New Spain. The land system 
was largely responsible for this, since it had permitted one ele­
ment-the 10,000 people of Spanish extraction-to become 
masters of the greater part of the country. This small group 
had deprived the Indians of their holdings or had allowed them 
to remain upon their lands as serfs under the new proprietors; 
it had left the mestizos almost entirely landless-and this in a 
country whose main dependence was upon agriculture. It was 
against this monopoly that the people of New Spain rose in 
arms-"proletarios contra propietarios." Other factors-restric­
tion of trade, prohibitions against education, limiting of indus­
tries, and monopoly of political office-entered into the case; 
but the chief cause of the social, economic, and racial inequality 
and the consequent unrest was the system of land tenure. 
Observers of many different types, foreign and native alike, 
agreed in denouncing the evils arising from the system. 
Abad y Queipo, the bishop of Michoacan, insisted that the 
land system was productive of grave ills for the country.44 
Humboldt exclaimed: "Mexico is the country of inequality. 
Nowhere does there exist such a fearful difference in the distric 

bution of fortune, civilization, cultivation of the soil, and popu­
lation."ft "One legal evil is felt in Mexico, as it is in Spain," 
another' writer remarked. "The greater portion of the land, 
especially the larger tracts of it, is granted in what is called 
mayorazgos, a species of entail which prevents alienation or the 
division of land into smaller allotments, such as would be suit-

.. Quoted in Gonzalez Roa. op. cit., p. 64. 
ti Alexander von Humboldt, 0/1. cU.,. Vol: If p. 184. 
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able for the purchase and the improvement of the class of small 
capitalists."48 Alaman says that, in 1820, many of the Mexicans 
thought that the Europeans should be exterminated and their 
property confiscated.47 Hidalg9, whose following. was princi­
pally made up of Indians, seems to have believed that the 
spoliation of the Indians had been one of the great evils under 
Spanish rule. Among other measures enacted for the improve­
ment of their condition, he decreed that the communal lands of 
the Indians should be returned to the aboriginal owners and 
reserved for their use. 

RESULTS OF INDEPENDENCE UPON THE LAND SITUATION 

The War for Independence gave vent to the pent-up hostility 
against the Spanish landholders, and during the entire eleven 
years of conflict they and their properties suffered at the hands 
of the revolutionist!.. The end of the war, however, did not find 
the evils of the system abated. The establishment of the mon­
archy, with Iturbide as emperor, brought to the head of the 
nation an hacendado, whose family belonged to the landed 
aristocracy of Michoacan. One of the "guarantees" offered in his 
Plan de Iguala (1821), upon which the empire was based, pro­
vided for the union of Mexicans of European descent and 
Europeans and for the protection of their property-the latter 
clause being understood as a guarantee that the existing land 
system would be main·tained.48 The system, with its accumula­
tion of land in a few hands, actually was maintained much as 
in colonial times. Many of the estates formerly held by Spaniards 
had now passed into possession of native-born Mexicans, either 
creoles or metsizos. In part this change of ownership had 
come about in a regular way, by confiscation and grant or by 
sale, under direction of the constituted authorities. In part 

.. Nicholas Mill: The History of Mexico. London. 1824. pp. 52-53. 
"Lucas Alam6.n: Historia de Me.iico. Mexico. 1852. Vol. 5. p. 60. 
"Ibid .• Vol. 5. pp. 119-120. and Appendix. pp. 8-13. Article 13 of the proclama­

tion Issued by Iturbide. explaining the Plan de 19uala. is as follows: "Las personas 
de todo ciudadano y sus propiedades ser6.n respetadaB y protegidas pol el gobiemo." 
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it had probably been less legal in form. In either case it rep­
resented no change in the system. 

Nevertheless, certain important changes did result from inde­
pendence and from the establishment of a government more in 
sympathy with democratic ideas. Under the new regime the 
Indians secured legal equality with the whites, and their new 
status as citizens of a republic, with rights theoretically equal to 
those of the hacendados, gave them a somewhat greater liberty 
in contracting for their services. At the same time,· however, 
they lost the protection which the kings of Spain liad always at 
least attempted to give the Indians while they were rated as 
minors. Another important modification in conditions, brought 
about at the time of independence, was the abolition of the 
mayorazgos. Under the more democratic government established 
in Spain by the adoption of the Constitution of 1812, the Spanish 
Cortes passed a law, on September 27, 1820, completely abolish­
ing the practice of entailing the estates of the nobility. Owing 
to the state of war that existed in the American colonies, this 
law was not published in Mexico. On August 9, 1823, however, 
legislation was enacted by the Mexican Congress declaring that 
all mayorazgos had terminated in Mexico upon the promulgation 
of the aforesaid measure in the mother country. This act per­
mitted the breaking-up of the great estates which had been held 
during colonial days and resulted in the division of some of those 
properties. But it did not entirely do away with the practice, 
for many of the old families prided themselves, as they still do, 
upon maintaining their estates intact. 

DISTRIBUTION OF ECCLESIASTICAL PROPERTY 

Another development of the early years of the republic was 
a renewed attack upon the possessions of the church. Since the 
suppression of the Jesuits under Charles III, indeed, the demand 
for a further distribution of church lands had not ceased. Public 
appetite for them had been whetted by~he sale of the Jesuit 
haciendas, some of which still remained unsold at the end of the 
colonial period and were being disposed of, sometimes as a 
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whole, sometimes divided into small farms.41 The example of 
the mother country encouraged efforts to obtain the distribution 
of church lands in Mexico. By a royal decree in 1813 all the 
vast properties of the Spanish Inquisition had been nationalized 
and provision made for their sale. In 1836 similar action was 
taken in Spain regarding the properties held by the religious 
orders which had been declared abolished. The leaders of 
liberal thought in Mexico sought to follow these examples and 
carried on a vigorous campaign against the great accumulation 
of land in "dead hands." 

No accurate statistics are available regarding the amount of 
property formerly held by the church in Mexico, but it is gen­
erally agreed that it was very large. At the close of the colonial 
period Humboldt had estimated that the different ecclesiastical 
institutions controlled property valued at 44,500,000 piasters 
(some $65,000,000). Shortly after the War for Independence a 
good authority considered that not less than half of the real 
estate in the country belonged to the clergy, while estimates 
made some years later ranged from 179,000,000 to 300,000,000 
pesos. So extensively were private properties mortgaged in 
favor of the church that it is said that there was hardly a big 
farm in the whole republic which was entirely free from some 
such encumbrance.6o 

Under the administration of Santa Anna no progress was made 
in the attempt to distribute the church property; but, at the 
opening of the war with the United States, a law was passed on 
January 10, 1847, empowering the government to take over 
ecclesiastical property to the value of 15,000,000 pesos. A few 
days later the 'government took steps to put into effect the 
authorization thus conceded, ordering the confiscation of church 
property in the Federal District and the state of Mexico in 

.. As an example of the latter case may be mentioned the hacienda of San 
Lorenzo. in the province of Puebla. which was offered for sale to the inhabitants of 
the town of Chachapalcingo upon easy terms of payment • 

.. Alexander von Humboldt. op. ,i/ .• Vol. 1. p. 232. and Vol. 3. pp. 9'rIOO. 
See also L. G. Labbtida: Colecci6n de leyes. decretos. reglamentos ••. relativos 
, la desamortizaci6n de los bienes de corporaciones civiles y religiosas, Mexico, 
1893. p. xii. 
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order to obtain the first instaltment of 10,000,000 pesos. This 
amount was to be apportioned as foltows against the several 
dioceses: 

Archbishopric of Mexico . 
Bishopric of Puebla . . . 
Bishopric of Guadalajara 
Bishopric of Michoacan . 

5,000,000 pesos 
2,000.000 pesos 
1,250,000 pesos 
1,750,000 pesos 

Santa Anna, however, at once repealed the law, and further 
advance in this direction was made impossible until after the 
close of the war and his final overthrow in 1854. 

In 1856 clerical encouragement of uprisings against the 
newly organized liberal government led the president, Ignacio 
Comonfort, to order that the property of the Bishopric of Puebla 
should be taken over and applied to the payment of costs occa­
sionedby these revolts.M Successful in this move, the Reforma 
government proceeded to carry out its long-cherished plan for 
the distribution of the entire property of the church. On June 
25 of the same year the national congress passed, almost un­
animously, the law of desamorlizaciOn. The measure provided 
that alt real estate held by civil or religious corporations should 
be adjudged in severalty to the persons to whom it was rented 
or leased, at a price corresponding to the sum which, at six 
per cent interest, would yield an annual income equal to the 
amount being paid as rent. Properties not so leased or rented 
should be sold at auction in presence of a governmental au­
thority. The law forbade the subsequent sale of these holdings 
to any religious corporation.62 These measures were not to 
apply to properties used directly for religious or civil purposes, 
such as church buildings, convents, episcopal residences, colteges, 
hospitals, orphan homes, public markets, municipal buildings, 
and lands such as the ejidos which were held for the common 
use of people living in a town. Three months were altowed for 
the disposal of the properties to be alienated, after which the 
government would proceed to take over those remaining unsold . 

.. Labbtida, 0'. <i,., p. xxxi. 
"Ibid., pp. 1-129. 
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In spite of energetic protests on the part of the church and its 
sympathizers, the liberal party persisted in its plans, and, when 
a new constitution was adopted in 1857, a provision was in­
cluded as Article 27, disqualifying civil or religious corporations 
from holding real estate. 

NATIONALIZATION OF CHURCH PROPERTY 

The strong opposition offered by the conservatives to this 
program of the reformers resulted finally in the Three Years 
War. In this, the clergy and the conservative element, chiefly 
composed of the. large landholders, were arrayed against the 
liberals, who, with Benito Juarez at their head, were supported' 
by the Indians and the landless in general. It was in these cir­
cumstances that Juarez decided, July 12, 1859, to declare the 
complete nationalization of all ecclesiastical property. Here 
there was no provision for indemnification. It was simply 
decreed: "Entran al dorninio de la naci6n todos los bienes que el 
c1ero secular y regular ha estado administrando con diversos 
tltulos." IiII Though some such plan had long formed a part of 
the liberal program, it was under the stress 'of military necessity 
that the measure was finally adopted. The plan was also carried 
out amid the confusion of civil strife. Military leaders were often 
entrusted with the task. When in need of funds they resorted, 
sometimes with due authorization, sometimes without it, to the 
expedient of disposing of any church property available-the 
property of the enemy, as they regarded it. State governors 
and other officials were later empowered to sell such lands as 
remained. Much of this property was sold for a fraction of its 
real value or was virtually given away by those who were 
entrusted with its care. Later, when the Reforma party was 
driven from the city of Mexico and defeated in the north, many 
of the papers dealing with these transactions disappeared, while 
accident and vandalism, during the protracted civil war and the 
French intervention, destroyed many other public records and 

II "All property administered. under divers title •• by the regular and the secular 
clergy •• hall hereby enter into the power of the nation" (Labastida. 0/). <jl. p. 137). 
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scattered the materials of the archives.54 As a consequence of 
all this, ther~uld but result a great deal of confusion in the 
disposal of the confiscated church lands, and many properties 
undoubtedly came into possession of those who had no other 
right to them than that of occupation. Several attempts were 
made, at a later time, to straighten out the tangle, but without 
great success until 1892, when the government extended a con­
firmation of possession, similar to the composiciones of colonial 
times, to all holders of nationalized lands.55 

One of the principal objects of the desamortizaci6n, that of 
creating, from the ecclesiastical estates, a large number of small 
holdings, was in part accomplished. In Mexico City alone dur­
ing one year (1861) there were disposed of 1,436 fincas (some of 
these properties were probably city houses, rather than farms), 
and in the entire republic during the same year the transactions 
in such properties amounted to 16,000,000 pesos. The proper­
ties were distributed among many individuals. How sweeping 
this reform measure was became apparent during the reign of 
Maximilian, when, in response to an order requiring the registry 
of all transfers of real estate made as a result of the laws of 
disentail and nationalization, no less than 37,000 transactions 
were recorded.&& The church lands that were disposed of later 
would probably bring the number up to 40,000 or perhaps 
above it. Few properties comparable to the limited holdings 
common in France or the United States resulted from this 
reform, for there was no systematic attempt to partition the 
confiscated haciendas. Nevertheless, the number of landowners 
must have been increased by many thousands, the fruits of the 
nationalization of church lands falling, mainly, into the hands 
of the mestizos. 

RENEWED LAND MONOPOLY 

The system of large holdings suffered severe vicissitudes dur­
ing the War for Independence and in the Reforma period. The 

II Ibid., pp. xxvii-uviii.. 
I' Law of Nov. 8. 1892. ibid., P. 170 . 
• 1 Ibid., pp. ~ii. 
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opposite trend came into prominence during the closing decades 
of the nineteenth century and particularly in the latter part of 
the Dfaz administration. This period was marked by the 
greatest prosperity that Mexico had ever known. Commercial 
and industrial activity surpassed anything experienced in the 
country, either in colonial times or the preceding period of 
national existence. Mines that had long been known but 
never developed were now opened up. Foreign men and foreign 
money were attracted to the country, contributing the capital 
and the enterprise that Mexico had long needed for the exploita­
tion of her numerous and varied resources. Railroad construc­
tion was pushed as never before. Though fostered by govern­
ment, the development of the railways fonowed the system 
prevalent in the"United States of tapping the most productive 
regions rather than that common in the other Latin American 
countries of reaching out into new lands for the purpose of 
stimulating settlement. 57 The effect of these new conditions 
upon the agrarian situation was to increase the value of the 
lands already under cultivation rather than to relieve the 
demand by opening up new areas of development. Hence real 
estate now became of great prospective value. As a consequence, 
there fonowed an era of land grabbing, not so much for the 
exploitation of the soil as for speculation. The agrarian problem 
thus became still more acute, particularly in the Mesa Central 
and its tributary districts. 

To satisfy this greatly stimulated demand there were several 
sources from which lands might be obtained. In the sparsely 
populated regions-the desert west coast, the arid or semi-arid 
northern plains, and the great forested tierras calientes of the 
Gulf slope and the isthmus of Tehuantepec-there were still 
large unclaimed areas, the realengos of colonial times, the bald£os 
of the republic. These contained vast tracts that were as yet 
unappropriated but which might some day be of great value. 
The same was true of large areas in such states as Michoac{m 

.. For a description of this period of prosperity and its effect upon land value •• 
see Bernard Moses: The Railway Revolution in Mexico, San Francisco, 1895. pp. 
38-7" 
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and Guerrero, where the Spanish population had never been 
dense and where there were large districts with only a sprinkling 
even of Indian inhabitants. There were also, in many parts of 
the country, lands which had been occupied for a long time 
without proper titles. This was the case with some haciendas, 
the acquisition of which, in whole or in part, had been irregular; 
and it was true also of many pueblos and Indian settlements 
where formal incorporation had been neglected. In all classes 
of property, moreover, it was thought that there were lands of 
considerable extent over which possession had been extended 
without warrant. These lands technically belonged to the 
nation. 

MONOPOLY OF PUBLIC LANDS 

Under the land laws of the Reforma speculation in public 
lands had been possible only by evading the intent of their pro­
visions. There existed a legal check upon such operations. 
Hence, when the era of prosperity had increased the demand 
for real estate, new legislation was sought by the speculators. 
The government yielded to the wishes of this group, and a 
measure was enacted by which public lands might be acquired 
in large amounts. 

The law of December IS, 1883,68 among other provisions, 
authorized the executive to contract with surveying companies 
to locate and measure baldios and to give them, in recompense, 
a third of the lands which they might survey. While the com­
panies were not permitted to dispose, in blocks greater than 
2,500 hectares, of the lands which they acquired, they were 
allowed to obtain and hold very large tracts in payment for 
their services. This provi.,ion initiated a movement for monopo­
lizing public lands which in later years a3Sumed colossal propor­
tions. Within the next ten years some 50,000,000 hectares of 
public lands were located and surveyed in this way, giving the 
companies over 16,000,000 hectares as their share.69 By far the 

II F. F. de la Maza: C6digo de colonizaci6n y terrenos baldlos de la Rep6blica 
Mexicana. Mexico •• 893. pp. 936-945. 

18 J. L. Cossio: C6mo y por quienes se ha monopo:izado 1a propiedad rUstica en 
Mexico. Mexico. '911. p. 65. 
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greater part of this acreage was held in immense tracts for 
speculative purposes. 

In March, 1894, a still more radical measure was adopted. 
This was the so-called Law of Colonization,6o ostensibly pro­
mulgated with the laudable aim of opening up lands for settle­
ment. In reality it opened the floodgates for uncontrolled 
seizure of lands by speculators. The law provided that all 
public lands should be divided into four classes: baldf,os, demasws, 
excedencias, and nacionales. Baldws were defined as lands 
which had never been lawfully alienated by the nation or legally 
destined to public uses. Demasws were lands held by individuals 
within the established bounds of their respective properties, but 
which were in excess of the amounts specified in the deeds. 
Excedencias were lands held by individuals during twenty years 
or more, bordering on the owner's lawfully held property but not 
included within the bounds specified in the deeds. Nacionales 
were baldws which might be discovered, marked and measured 
by a public commission or by companies duly authorized for that 
purpose; also bald£os for which claims might have been filed 
illegally or which had been abandoned after being awarded. 
Any of the first three classes of lands might be acquired by 
any inhabitant of the republic, without limit as to the amount. 
A former provision requiring settlement upon the public lands 
acquired was abolished, as was also that which forbade their 
alienation in lots larger than 2,500 hectares. Furthermore, 
the measure was made retroactive in that it annulled any 
penalties which might have been incurred for violation of 
these restrictions. As may be seen, the aim of Juarez, which 
had been to favor genuine colonization of waste lands by small 
proprietors, was completely thwarted. This new law could 
have but one result, that of creating a monopoly of public 
lands in the hands of a few individuals, and this is what actually 
occurred. Individual filings, for what might be called "home­
steads," were completely overshadowed by the unlimited 
acquisition of lands by large companies, chiefly for speculation. 

10 Villa mar. 0'. ",., pp. 161-204. 
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Whereas in the five years from 1890 to 1894 there had been 
issued respectively 297. 373. 219. 161. and 246 individual titles 
for public lands, in the five following years, 1895 to 1899. there 
were but 67. 66. 108. ISo. and 140 titles respectively. In the 
same five years (1895-1899). on the other hand, 1,822,920 hec­
tares of public land were given to companies in recompense for 
the discovery and survey of baJdws. During the Diaz regime, 
up to 1906. there were disposed of in this way 10,713,946 hec­
tares (about 26,500,000 acres) of the national land. 

Under a provision of the same law grants were made to indi­
viduals or companies for the ostensible purpose of colonization. 
Few settlements actually resulted; but public lands, in this way 
also. passed rapidly into the hands of the speculators. In Chi­
huahua. according to figures published by Seiior Gonzalez Roa,D 
over 14,000.000 hectares were given out to seven concessionaires; 
nearly 5,000,000 hectares, in Coahuila, Nuevo Le6n, Tamaulipas, 
and Chihuahua, were given to a single concern; in the state of 
Durango. two grantees were allotted almost 2,000,000 hectares; 
in Tabasoo, a single person received 720,000 hectares; in Oaxaca, 
four concessionaires took up more than 3,200,000 hectares; and, 
in the state of Puebla, one received 76,000 hectares. 

It should be pointed out that much of this land would be of no 
benefit to a small holder and would never be of great value to 
the recipient, even for large-scale development. Other sections 
could be developed only by means of expensive irrigation pro­
jects, which in Mexico have been undertaken by large holders 
(with or without state aid) instead of by the government itself, 
as in the United States. There were other parts, however, which 
were capable of cultivation on a small scale and which, in time, 
under the system of sales established by the Reforma govern­
ment, would probably have been settled by a great number of 
small proprietors. 

By the end of the Diaz administration there remained no 
public lands in twelve of the states and in the Federal District, 
while in six of the remaining states there was but little left . 

• (I,. RI. 
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Nine states, however, had still ffiore than a million hectares each. 
Table III shows the distribution of Mexican public lands by 

states in 1912:62 

TABLE III-DISTRIBUTION OF PUBLIC LANDS IN 1912 

Aguascalien tes . 
Baja California 
Campeche 
Chiapas 
Chihuahua 
Coahuila . 
Colima .. 
Distrito Federal 
Durango . 
Guanajuato 
Guerrero . 
Hidalgo 
Jalisco .. 
Mexico .. 
Michoacan 
Mocelos . 
Nuevo Le6n 
Oaxaca 
Puebla 
Queretaro . 
Quintana Roo . 
San Luis PotosI 
Sinaloa . 
Sonora .... 
Tabasco 
Tepic (Nayarit) 
Tlaxcala 
Veracruz 
Yucatan 
Zacatecas 

Total 

. ... hectares 
1,500,000 

1.544,000 
281,400 

3,103,000 

995,000 

1,100,000 
1,800 

3,820,000 

92,476 
168,000 

5,350,000 

365,580 
1,600,000 

1,409,682 
185,041 
140,845 

. 22,821,67/1 

The scramble for land, unfortunately, was not limited to the 
unclaimed lands on the frontiers of the republic, The law of 1894 
made it possible for anyone to denounce and file a claim for 

It Memoria d.la S ..... laria d. Fom ... '., 191:'-1913, PI>. 475-477. 
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occupied lands that had no registered titles or where these were 
imperfect. This measure, as has been pointed out above, was 
designed to recover for the nation the so-called demaslas and 
excedencias. But the law also reiterated the provision which 
rendered communities and civil corporations incapable of 
possessing real estate. This not only exposed to denouncement 
the lands irregularly occupied but also classed with them the 
communal holdings of incorporated pueblos and most of the 
lands held by the less regularly organized Indian settlements. 
State governors were now instructed to continue the partition 
of these communal lands, which had been ordered in 1857 but 
had not been carried into effect. On the face of it, by the estab­
lishment of the Gran Registro de la Propiedad (Great Land 
Registry), ample provision was made whereby the holder of 
any property might have his titles recorded and perfected in 
case they were defectiv~. Even the lands for which no docu­
mentary evidence of possession was forthcoming might be 
r~stered, provided satisfactory evidence of effective possession 
were presented. Thus a I~al method was set up for clearing 
all imperfect titles, and many of the hacendados took advantage 
of this opportunity. Unhappily, most of the Indians and 
many of the rancheros disr~arded the security offered them, 
in some cases through neglect, but, in most instances, because 
in the remote, unfrequented districts where they lived the 
significance of the law was not understood. As a result, their 
holdings were legally exposed to denouncement and became the 
object of attack by all who sought to file on public lands. 

NUMBER AND DISTRIBUTION OF LARGE HOLDINGS IN 1910 

Table IV, compiled from the Census of 1910, shows the num­
ber of haciendas in Mexico at that time, and their distribution 
by states. 

TABLB IV-DISTRIBUTION OF HACIENDAS IN 1910 

Aguascalientes . 
Baja California . 
Campeche ... 

38 
II 

137 
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TABLE IV-(C01Ili""ed) 

Coahuila. 
Colima 
Chiapas . 
Chihuahua. 
Distrito Federal 
Durango .. 
Guanajuato 
Guerrero . 
Hidalgo 
Jalisco .. 
Mexico . 
Michoacan. 
Morelos .. 
Nuevo Le6n 
Oaxaca . 
Puehla 
Queretaro . 
Quintana Roo 
San Luis Potosi 
Sinaloa 
Sonora 
Tabasco 
Tamaulipas 
Nayarit (Tepic) 
TIaxcala . 
Veracruz • 
Yucatan . 
Zacatecas 

287 
40 

1,067 
223 
20 

223 
534 

91 
197 
408 
396 
380 

40 
506 
II7 
3 81 

135 
3 

210 

37 
310 

635 
187 
43 

II6 
153 

1,167 
153 

Table IV takes no account of the size of the estates other than 
the fact that they are classed as haciendas. The most complete 
figures showing the approximate extent of haciendas are found 
in "The Official Directory of Mines and Haciendas," by J. R. 
Southworth (l\fexico, 1910). This work gives only a partial list 
of the haciendas of the country and does not contain statistics 
for all the states. However, figures, said to be based upon infor­
mation supplied by the governors of the different states, are 
given for a number of the political divisions of the republic. 
These statistics include lists of the principal rural properties, 
with their respective extent in hectares. Although admittedly 
incomplete, and necessarily indicating the size of the farms 
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approximately only, this work enables us to form an idea of the 
distribution of the land in the states for which data are provided. 
From its figures Table V has been compiled to show the number 
of very large properties in these states. 

TABLB V-NUMBER. OF LARGB HOLDINGS IN SoME STATES IN 1910 

1,000 5.000 10,000 25.000 50.000 100,000 200,000 400.000 

OR OR OR OR OR OR OR OR 
srATB 

MORE MORE MORE MORE MORE MORE MORE MORE 

RECT. RECT. RECT. RECT. RECT. RECT. RECT. RECT. 

-- --- -- - --- ---~ 
Aguaacali-

entea 31 8 19 3 .. .. .. . . 
Morel08 22 10 9 3 .. .. .. . . 
Mexico 64 17 10 2 2 .. .. .. 
Oasaca 8g 31 18 8 2 .. .. .. 
SinaJoa- 29J 86 37 7 I I .. .. 
Jalisco 453 120 4 6 10 I .. .. .. 
Colima 29 18 13 6 I .. .. .. 
Durangot 135 no 90 47 25 7 2 I 

Michoadin 102 53 29 17 I2 2 .. .. 
Veracruz 393 136 65 IJ 7 I .. .. 

--I---------- -
Totals I.6u 5 89 336 I16 51 II 2 I 

• District of MazatIAD 1acting. 
t Data reprding Durango must be emggerated in some case .. as the area given 

for the haciendas uceeds the entire area of the state. 

The large holdings in these different parts of the country have 
been created and maintained in response to different influences. 
Some of these are directly geographical, while others bear only 
an indirect relation to the character of the physical environment. 
We have seen that, in the older sections of the country, it was 
not so much the immediate influence of the climate or the nature 
of the land that determined the location of the first large Spanish 
estates as it was the presence of a subject race whose labor could 
be utilized. Again, where such a population existed, the distribu­
tion of haciendas depended, first, upon the available supply of 
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water, since the European crops which the Spaniards introduced 
required, irrigation, and, secondly, upon the distribution of grass­
lands for their flocks and herds. 

In the more recently occupied parts of the country, however, 
the influence of physical conditions has been more direct. The 
northern tier of states, which in ISoo were but sparsely occupied 
by white men, now contain a large number of haciendas, the 
group of states comprising Tamaulipas, Nuevo Le6n, Coahuila, 
Chihuahua, Sonora, and the territory of Baja California showing 
a total of 1,513. The number has been greatly increased also in 
Durango, Zacatecas, and San Luis Potosi, whose northern 
districts properly belong to this same natural region. Through­
out this northern country the haciendas have been formed 
chiefly as cattle ranches, and their great extent is due primarily 
to the light rainfall and the scanty vegetation which render 
wide ranges for the stock necessary. Again, parts of this region 
have been developed as a result of the construction of large irri­
gation works, whereby the fertile, but hitherto desert, lands in 
the bolsones have been made available for the production of 
cotton and wheat. This accounts for some of the large estates 
created in the Laguna district, now famous for its cotton, and 
for some wheat farms in the valley of the Conchos and in 
Coahuila. Speculation, too, has caused the accumulation of 
large areas of land along the northern border of Mexico, in the 
hope that an overflow of population from the United States or 
perhaps from central Mexico itself, might make these lands of 
value. 

In the timbered coastal plains of Veracruz and Tehuantepec 
quite different factors have influenced the formation of large 
estates. In the early days of the republic this region was almost 
entirely unoccupied. Since that time, with the growing demand 
for tropical products in the world's markets, certain accessible 
areas have been brought under cultivation, attention being given 
to the growing of coffee, tobacco, sugar cane, and fruit. Other 
large holdings in this tierra caliente region have been acquired 
because of the speculative value of the timber they contain. 
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This is noticeable in the vast estates that are held in the region 
of the tropical rain forests of southern Veracruz and the adjoin­
ing sections of the isthmus of Tehuantepec. Little of this timber 
has as yet been exploited. In the southern part of the state of 
Tamaulipas and in the bordering districts of Veracruz large 
tracts of land have been acquired in recent years for the exploi­
tation of petroleum deposits. 

>The western slope of the plateau contains the smallest number 
of haciendas of all of the natural regions in Mexico. With the 
exception of the fertile valleys, cultivated for many generations 
by the Yaquis and neighboring tribes in Sonora, there is little 
land along this slope that is suitable for agriculture on a large 
scale; the greater part of it is even too dry for cattle raising. 
Thus the states of Colima, Nayarit, and Sinaloa, with the terri­
tory of Baja California, contain altogether little more than a 
hundred haciendas. 

From Tables IV and V it may be seen that the system of 
haciendas has now become general throughout Mexico. It has 
extended beyond the Mesa Central, the highlands of Chiapas, 
and the peninsula of Yucatan, to include the tierra caliente, the 
semi-arid plains of the north, and, to a limited degree, the dry 
western slopes of the plateau. 

With their system greatly strengthened during the latter 
part of the Diaz administration, the haciendas absorbed many 
of the holdings of Indian communities and pueblos in the older 
and more densely settled sections of the country and, at the 
same time, received complete confirmation of their own pos­
sessions. In the great plains of the north and the extensive 
tropical lands of Tehuantepec and the Gulf Coast blocks of 
public lands were added to the already vast areas held in largE: 
estates. The haciendas became, more fully than ever before, 
the most characteristic feature of the agrarian system of Mexico, 
and, at the close of the Diaz regime, they completely dominated 
agriculture, modified the social conditions that prevailed in 
the country, and very largely controlled the political life of 
the nation. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE RANCHOS OF MEXICO 

The second characteristic feature of the land system in Mexico 
is the rancho. Like the haciendas, the ranchos are individual 
e,rqperties as distinguished from the communal holdings which, 
as we shall see later, are found in certain parts of the country. 
The term "rancho" is used in several different senses in Mexico. 
In the northern states and in the grasslands of the plateau 
slopes it is sometimes applied to a large stock farm, containing 
many hundreds or even thousands of hectares. In central Mex­
ico the term is used, in general, to designate small holdings as 
contrasted with the large haciendas. According to popular 
usage, in some districts at least, a property that contains less 
than 300 fanegas de labor (about 1,000 hectares) is called a 
rancho; while anything above that amount is termed an hacienda. 
There does not, however, seem to be any generally recognized 
dividing line between the two kinds of property, and a large farm 
that has been accumulated about an original small holding is still 
often called a rancho. The most common usage of the word is 

,that which signifies a small rural property, worked by the owner 
Ihimself, with the aid of his immediate family. This is the sense 
in which the term will be employed in the present discussion. 

Ranchos are found, either singly, occupying isolated vaUeys or 
nooks in the hills, or in groups, .forming aggregates of several 
score or hundreds of families. These latter groups are sometimes 
caUed rancherros, but it is of importance to distinguish them from 
the settlements of peons upon the haciendas and from the com­
munal viUages, to each of which the same term is frequently ap­
plied. The rancho, as also the ranckeria (when the term is· 
applied to a group of ranchos), is independent alike of the ha­
ciendas and of the agrarian communities. 
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The typical rancho in Mexico is barely large enough for the 
support of a single family. The actual size necessarily varies 
with the character of the soil and of the climate. With good land 
and sufficient rainfall, a few hectares, carefully cultivated, will 
suffice for the simple needs of an average family. The same is 
true of land that can be irrigated. In the drier. districts, where 
rainfall is either uncertain or scanty, a larger area is required, 
perhaps some 15 or 20 hectares. If the property is situated in a 
grazing district and is devoted chiefly to cattle raising, a still 
larger extent must be occupied. 

In general, the ranchos are not entirely given over to anyone 
product but combine cultivation of the soil with stock raising 
on a small scale. The primary aim of the ranchero is to produce 
the necessities of life for his family, and only secondarily does he 
attempt to raise either stock or crops for market. The crop most 
commonly grown on the ranchos throughout Mexico is corn 
(maize). Almost every small farm in the country makes this its 
staple product, since it forms the main item in the diet of the 
nation. Beans and chili (red pepper) are likewise characteristic 
crops. Little wheat, rice, or sugar cane is cultivated, as these 
products are seldom used by the common people of Mexico. 

THE RANCHEROS 

The owners of the Mexican ranchos are mostly ~ed.bl.QOC.l. 
In recent years small individual holdings have, occasionally, 
come into the possession of Indians, and here and there a Euro­
pean may be found who has acquired a small property, espe­
cially for fruit raising or truck farming, but the vast majority of 
the rancheros are mestizos. It is noticeable that, while these small 
farmers live, oftentimes, in remote parts of the country and 
employ, ordinarily, the same methods of cultivation as are used 
by the Indians, they have kept their heritage of the Spanish 
language and something of the Spanish tradition. They do not 
consider themselves Indians, even though there may be a high 
percentage of aboriginal blood in their veins. In point of fact 
they look down upon the Indian as an inferior being; and, as 
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they intermarry strictly with their own kind, they have come 
to form a special element in the population. Neither Indian 
nor European, they stand between the pure-blooded natives 
of the aboriginal .communities and the hacendados. They are 
the typical Mexicans of the rural districts. 

In contrast with the hacendado the owner of a rancho is 
a real agriculturist. He lives on the land, works it himself, 
and depends for his living upon the crops which he cultivates. 
His methods are often primitive, but he works the land in­
tensively, getting out of it all that it will yield him and con­
serving its quality to the best of his knowledge. Little of his 
land stands idle, except in fallow. Even if, as occasionally hap­
pens, prosperity enables him to add to his small holdings ·or to 
accumulate land enough to form an hacienda, he does not for­
sake the life of a farmer but continues to live upon his place, 
improving it with better houses, constructing irrigation works, or 
introducing more stock and better implements. He is thus 
the agriculturist of the country in a far truer sense than the 
hacendado, whose chief interest, as we have seen, is an assured 
revenue and the prestige which he may derive from possession of 
an estate and who, as a rule, lives upon his farm only a few weeks 
or days each year. 

LABOR 

Little labor other than that of the owner and his immediate 
family is employed upon the rancho. In case of need, as at 
planting time or harvest, the help of neighbors may be obtained 
in return for similar assistance lent them, or laborers from the 
nearby villages may be employed. The ranchero thus corresponds 
more nearly to the owner of a "homestead" in the United States 
than does any other class in Mexico. 

In many instances the ranchero not only has no need for hiring 
others to help in his farming, but he has time to spare from his 
own small fields and seeks other employment himself. Not in­
frequently, indeed, he must earn wages to supplement the 
meager produce of his land; in such cases there is generally work 
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to be found on adjoining haciendas or in the mines. Rancheros 
who live near enough to the border often cross over into the 
United States for a few months, in response to the urgent demand 
for laborers during the harvest season •. This "swallow" migra­
tion of Mexican laborers, partly the more independent peons 
from the northern haciendas and partly rancheros, has become an 
established feature of border life. The ranchero and his family 
must also, of necessity, spend a part of their time in home indus­
tries, since their tools, farmlimplements, household furniture, 
and even their clothing must often be of their own make. 

LAND TITLES 

The titles by which the land of rancheros is held are frequently 
imperfect, if not altogether lacking. For many of these farms 
deeds undoubtedly have existed j but, in being handed on from 
generation to generation, the properties have been divided and 
subdivided or have been sold without the transactions having 
been formally registered. As a result the titles are now most diffi­
cult to establish. 

METHODS OF CULTIVATION 

The methods of cultivation employed on the rancho differ 
little from those of the average hacienda. Oxen (yoked by the 
horns) are generally used as draft animals, being better suited 
than mules to the small fields and the rough lands that compose 
the holdings, while they are more easily maintained upon the 
coarse grass that is often the only feed available. The plows in 
use are of home construction, sometimes possessing an iron share, 
sometimes without even that ilp.provement. As a rule, the crops 
of a rancho depend entirely upon rainfall, but sometimes small 
presas are made, either to pond the waters of a permanent stream 
or to catch the run-off from a hi11side and thus supply water for 
irrigation. Farms which occupy low-lying parts of the plateau 
or which are situated below the level of the highlands can some­
times produce two or even three crops per year, but, upon the 
higher parts of the Mesa Central, frosts occur late in spring and 
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early in the autumn, preventing the growth of more than one 
crop. 

TYPICAL RANCHOS 

A description of some typical ranchos may serve to give an 
idea of the character of these small holdings and of the life led 
by their owners. For this purpose the rancherw called La Puerta 
de Medina may be taken as an example. This group of ranchos 
is situated in the Mesa Central in the upper part of the valley 
of the Lerma (Santiago) River, about 9,000 feet above the sea 
and not far from the prosperous gold mines of EI Oro. I t is 
composed of a number of small independent holdings, nearly 
a thousand in all. The area covered by the rancheria is about 
10 by 15 miles in extent. The individual ranchos are of varying 
size: one of them contains about 250 hectares, but the majority 
are much smaller, and, in fact, many do not contain more than 
a few hectares each. The soil is rich but rather dry, and the 
season without frost is so short that only one crop can be raised. 
To supplement the scanty rainfall many small reservoirs have 
been constructed, at heavy cost in labor, if not in money. 
A great many stones are found embedded in the soil, and these 
have had to be dug out and piled in heaps along the edges of 
the fields or built into the house, stables, and fences, much as 
in the boulder-strewn glacial lands of New England. Each 
little farm has its dwelling, built of stone or of adobe, usually 
plastered over, and well whitewashed. Roofed with bright 
red tiles and set in the midst of neatly kept yards or vegetable 
gardens, with corrals for stock, outhouses for the farm imple­
ments, and granaries, these little homesteads give an appear­
ance of modest comfort that sharply contrasts with the bare 
huts of the peons on an hacienda. It gives the general landscape, 
too, a very different appearance from that where haciendas 
stretch mile after mile without a single dwelling. Districts 
such as these are the only areas in the whole country where the 
rural population is scattered over the land instead of being 
concentrated in villages. 
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The small farms in this group of ranchos raise little more than 
is required for their own use. Any surplus is usually stored up 
against a bad year, though the farmers do sell a part of their 
produce in the mining camp of EI Oro. If, as is not infrequen tly 
the case, the land which the ranchero holds is too small to provide 
for the needs of his family, he rents additional acreage, on shares, 
from neighbors or from some nearby hacienda. Money for the 
few wants which the farms will not supply the rancheros obtain 
by laboring on the haciendas, by burning and seIling charcoal, 
or by spending some of the winter months in the mines. As a rule, 
also, they raise for market a few cattle and sheep or goats, fencing 
off small lots for them on the farms or entering into arrange­
ments with the hacendados whereby the stock may graze upon 
the waste lands of the great estates. 

The rancheros in La Puerta de Medina say that many attempts 
have been made to obtain possession of their lands but that they 
have been able to resist the encroachment of the hacendados by 
combining among themselves to buy any holdings that were for 
sale. They have thus been able to maintain their position as 
independent proprietors, instead of being forced to attach them­
selves as peons to the haciendas. Until recent years the people 
of this district were quite removed from contact with the rest 
of the country. Now, however, the railway leading from Mexico 
to Morelia passes through their valley, and every traveler, as 
the train descends the steep escarpment from the grasslands of 
the Toluca valley, looks down upon the smiling landscape of 
these diminutive and well-kept farms. The railroad so facilitates 
transportation that the lands along its route will be increasingly 
valuable. 

The life in such a community of small holders, though still 
very primitive, is socially and economically far above that of the 
peons on the haciendas. The rancho contains the seeds of prog­
ress. Its owner is an independent' property holder and re­
sponds, graduaIly if slowly, to the stimulus of proprietorship. 
The rancheros in La Puerta de Medina, of their own initiative 
and entirely without aid from state or federal government, have 
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organized a school which is conducted by a teacher paid from 
their own pockets in a modest building which they themselves 
have constructed. 

ORIGIN AND HISTORY OF THE RANCHOS 

Many of the ranchos in Mexico owe their origin to grants of 
land made to Spaniards in the early colonial period. Some of 
them, in all probability, date back to the Conquest itself. We 
have seen that the Spanish crown rewarded some of the conquis­
tadores with large tribute districts, which later developed into 
haciendas, and that others received grants of land alone, which, 
in some cases, the holders extended until large estates had been 
formed. There were, however, some grants, particularly of the 
smaller class known as peon£as, w~ich did not follow this course 
but remained of their original size or, in the course of time, were 
divided. These are the properties which came to be known dis­
tinctively as ranchos. Their first owners had, apparently, been 
agriculturists in Spain, either among the small freeholds of 
Asturias or in some of the numerous agrarian communal pueblos 
of Arag6n and Castile. They were real farmers and were content 
to settle upon these small holdings, to live in the primitive way 
that their Indian neighbors lived, and to marry the native 
women. Even in the early years of the colony there were said 
to be many such persons (labradores) scattered about among the 
Indian towns or working tillable lands which they had taken up. 
This group is the more worthy of attention since it is almost the 
only example, in the New World, of Spaniards becoming real 
colonists and actually cultivating the soil with their own hands. 

As, from the beginning of Spanish colonization, the best of the 
lands were occupied by the haciendas or by the Indian com­
munities, the small farmers were usually forced to settle in the 
more inaccessible districts, among the hills, or upon the fringe of 
the populated part of the country. They may be said to corre­
spond to the "poor whites" among the great plantations of our 
own Southern States or to the struggling small farmers amid the 
large sugar estates of the British West Indies. They differ from 
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the mountain whites of the United States, however, in that they 
did not preserve their racial purity: by the end of the colonial 
period the rancheros had become mestizos. Centuries of contact 
with the Indians on almost equal terms have left few individuals 
of pure Spanish blood among them, though they preserve the 
Spanish language--often the Spanish of the sixteenth century­
and European costume, adapting it to the peculiar needs of their 
new environment. The extension of settlements towards the 
north, during colonial times, was accompanied by an increase 
in the number of these small holdings, although a large part of 
the population that settled in the northern territories occupied the 
agricultural or pastoral towns that were organized by the crown, 
during the whole period of colonial administration. In these the 
holdings were communal and did not become individual property 
until the second half of the nineteenth century. 

At the end of the colonial period (1810) there were said to be 
6,684 ranchos in Mexico, distributed as shown in Table 1.1 

TABLB I-DISTRIBUTION AND NUMBBR OF RANCHOS IN 1810 

1,derulellcUu 

Mexico .. 
Guadalajara 
Puebla 
Veracruz . 
M&ida . 
Oaxaca • 
Guanajuato 
Valladolid . 
San Luis Potosi 
Zacatecas ... 
Gobiemo de Tlaxcala 

P',,"flCUu 1 fIlerfJu de Orie,II. 
Gobierno del Nuevo Reino de Le6n 
Gobierno del Nuevo Santander 
Gobierno de Coabuila . . • . . . 
Gobiemo de TelIa8 • • . • . • • 

I.SH 
911 
IS7 
312 

'69 
416 
708 

431 
438 

68 

44 
8 

I Fernando Navarro y Noriega: Memoria sob", Ia poblaci6n del ",ino de N""va 
Espe.lla, Bol. Sot:. tU Ci«>gr • ., E.rIatJis/ica tU /0 Rel>{oblica AI,sicallll, Ser. " Vol. I, 
1860. pp. 281-291; reference on pp. 290-291. 
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TABLE I-(Continued) 

PrOllincias Internas de Occidente 

Durango .... 
Arizpe (Sonora) 
Nuevo Mexico 

Californias 

Gobierno de la Antigua 6 Baja California 
Gobierno de Ia Nueva 6 Alta California 

Total . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.684 

As will be seen from the table, most of these small holdings 
were situated in the same general regions in which the Spaniards 
had established great estates. Of the total number, 5,954 were 
in the intendencies covering the agricultural lands of the Mesa 
Central; about a third of the remainder were in Yucatan; while 
the Oaxaca region contained several hundred. The only marked 
exceptions to this distribution are represented by the fertile 
valleys of Sonora and of Durango. Though data are lacking in 
regard to' several of the northern districts, we know that the 
population there was still very sparse at the end of the colonial 
period. 

INCREASING IMPORTANCE OF THE RANCHOS 

During the entire colonial period and up to the middle of the 
nineteenth century the ranchos played an insignificant part in 
the life of Mexico. It was only after the Reforma, instituted by 
Benito Juarez and his associates, that they became a conspicuous 
feature of the [and system. In the years immediately following 
the War for Independence several attempts were made to co[o­
nize the outlying regions of the young republic. Thus, in the early 
twenties, plots of [and upon the frontier regions were offered to 
soldiers who had seen service in the patriot armies, on condition 
that they would settle upon them. In the isthmus of Tehuante­
pec a new province was created, and a general distribution of 
lands was authorized on October 14, 1823. A common soldier 
was to receive a plot of 250 IJaras on each side (a little over 10 
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acres}, and lands were to be given to others according to their 
rank. In the following year measures were adopted providing 
for the colonization of extensive public lands on the northern 
frontier. Here, since the country was. arid and a larger area 
would be required for the support of a family and as the region 
was better suited to cattle raising than to agriculture, the tracts 
offered settlers were larger, though they were still supposed to 
constitute small holdings. The law specified that no person 
should receive more than one square league (nine square 
miles) of irrigable land, four square leagues of land without 
irrigation, and six square leagues of pasture lands. While the 
response to these offers on the part of Anglo-Saxons from east 
of the Mississippi was prompt, the Mexicans were slow to 
take advantage of the opportunities presented. In fact, so large 
a proportion of the settlers in this new region were foreigners 
that, in 1834, the government considered it necessary to make 
still greater efforts to induce its own citizens to settle upon 
these holdings, in order that the territories might not pass 
completely into the hands of immigrants from the United 
States. An urgent invitation was issued, addressed particularly 
to those who had rendered military service to the republic 
but extended even to those who were in rebellion against the 
existing government. In addition to land, implements were 
to be given free to each prospective national settler, and a 
small daily wage was to be paid during the first year to every 
member of his family. Although these measures came too late 
to prevent the province of Texas from passing into the power 
of Americans, they did serve to increase the number of Mexican 
settlements in the northern part of the country and by 1854, 
in spite of the loss of extensive territory resulting from the war 
with the United States, the number of ranchos had more than 
doubled as compared with those in existence at the end of the 
colonial period. But even the ~jj,s ranchos, which were said 
to exist in 1854 were insignificant, either in respect to the area 
occupied or the number of inhabitants, as compared with the 
6,092 haciendas at the same date. 
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AGRARIAN REFORMS OF JUAREZ 

A new impetus was given to the formation of small rural 
properties by the democratic movement that marked the 
Reforma, in the middle of the nineteenth century. Although the 
movement under Juarez has been known chiefly for the changes 
which it introduced in the relations between church and state, 
the agrarian reforms inaugurated were also of far-reaching im­
portance. As we have seen, at the same time that the large 
holdings of the church were confiscated and partially broken up, 
the communal holdings of Indian settlements and the organized 
pueblos of the mestizos were likewise dissolved, and it was 
ordered that the lands should be allotteq in severalty .to their 
r.espective occupants. The law of disentail passed in 1856 de­
creed that neither civil nor religious bodies might hold any prop­
erty that was not devoted to public use. The Constitution of 
1857 incorporated this provision among its articles and made it 
applicable to all lands held by such corporations, including even 
the ejidos, which were used in common by the people. The 
explicit aim was to create a large body of small proprietors, to 
counterbalance the economic, social, and political influence of 
the large holdings. As soon as the war against Frl!nch interven­
tion was over and the country had returned to peace conditions, 
the systematic execution of these measures was undertaken. The 
enforcement of the provisions proceeded slowly, for the inhabit­
ants of the towns and communities were generally opposed to the 
step and disregarded the law as long as possible. I have been 
unable to find figures showing the amount of land so allotted in 
severalty prior to 1877, but an authoritative work I gives the 
number of ranchos in the entire republic in 1876 as 13,800, an 
actual reduclion from the number existing in 1854. Allowing for 
inaccuracies in one or both cases, it would appear that few of 
the communities had at that date been broken up. The transfor­
mation of holdings from COllllIlu"Q~1 to allodial was, however, 

• Antonio Garcia Cubas: The Republic of Mexico in 1876. transl. by G. F. 
Henderson, Mexico. 1876, p. 24. 
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more rapid in subsequent years. Table II shows the results ac­
complished by this reform measure between 1877 and 1893.1 

TABLB II-LAND ALLOTMBNTS IN SBVBRALTY FROM 1877 TO 1893 

(Areas in heclares. ares. and square melers) 

NUMBER OF 
NUMBBR OF ARBAOF AVBRAGB 

STATE TOWNS WHOSE 
INDIVIDUAL LAND SIZE OF 

LANDS WERB 
DISTRIBUTBD 

TITLBS ALLOTTBD LOTS 

Baja California [ [10 [.508. 82. 00 13. 71. 66 
Campeche I 27 [.590.98.31' 58.92.53 
Coahuila . I 347 39.267.49. 16 [13. 16• 27 
Durango. I 16 4.556. 39. 66 284· 77· 47 
Sinaloa 3 195 5.629· 29· 69 28.86.81 
Sonora 38 4.501 239.588·45·02' 53. 23. 00 
Tabasco 22 1.939 12.865· 21.97 6.63.49 
Yucatan. 33 3.899 42.219· 38. 13 10.82.82 
Zacatecas I 247 1.016. 00. 00 4· 11.33 

Total 101 [1.281 348•242. 03· 94 30.86.98 

I t is of interest to observe that the greater part of these newly 
formed small individual properties,' created from the former 
communal holdings, were located in the regions which had been 
settled long after the Conquest and where the population con­
sisted chiefly of mestizos, while in the regions of strong Indian 
influence, such as the Mesa Central and Oaxaca, the pueblos still 
clung to their ancient communal system and the number of 
ranchos was not gr~t1y increased. In Yucatan only did the 
Indian element appear to yield to the demands of the new legis­
lation. The size of the new properties indicates that they may 
be described as "homesteads," as they averaged but little over 
30 hectares each (75 acres). They varied in extent in response 
to the physical character of the region in which they were 
situated. In the semi-arid lands of the northern plains (Durango 

• A ...... 'io Esladislico d. la R.,flblica M''''cana. 1893. Mexico. 1894. pp. 56[-
563. "Noticia de Joe titulo. extendidoo gratis seglin Ia ley de [4 de Diciembre 
de 1874 •••• " 
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and Coahuila) the average size of the allotments was 199 hectares 
(497 acres). These were probably cattle lands. The individual 
holdings created in the still more arid regions of Baja California, 
Sonora, and Sinaloa and in Zacatecas, all of them probably de­
pending upon irrigation, averaged but 25 hectares. Those in the 
humid coast lands of Tabasco and Campeche contained 33 hec­
tares, and those of Yucatan little over 10 hectares. 

In succeeding years the movement continued, until by 1906 
there had· been added to the small individual holdings the 
appreciable number of 19,906 (8,625 between 1894 and 1906)' 
created from the land held by pueblo communities. This, as we 
shall see later, represented only a part of the increase brought 
about by the Reforma legislation. 

CREATION OF RANCHOS FROM PUBLIC LANDS 

Another important feature of the agrarian reform introduced 
by Juarez was the settlement of public lands, which up ~o his 
time had met with very little success.-ili.e law of July 20, 1863, 
modeled somewhat after the homestead law of 1862 in the United 
States, provided that anyone might denounce and file a claim for 
unclaimed land to the extent of 2,500 hectares, which would then 
be awarded him as allodial upon the payment of a nominal sum on 
easy terms.1i The applicant, however, was obliged to settle upon 
the lands claimed, with at least one person for every 200 hectares, 
and to maintain such occupancy for a period of ten years. Dur­
ing the life of Juarez and the duration of the Reforma govern­
ment little progress was actually made in this direction, but a 
movement was inaugurated which, in the years immediately fol­
lowing, brought a large amount of waste land under settlement. 
Table III shows the amount of public land thus disposed of, the 
average size of the concessions, and the number of proprietors 
benefited up to the year 1883, when, as we have seen, the public-

• Cuadro sin6ptico informativo de la administraci6n d.1 seilor general Don 
Porfirio Diu ••• basta 1909. Direcci6n General de Estadistica, Mexico, 1910, 
P·74· 

• F. F. de la Maaa: C6digo de coloniaaci6n y terrenos baldios de la Republica 
Mexicana. Mexico, 1893, pp. 720-735. 
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land policy, under the government of General Diaz, began to 
suffer radical changes. 

TABLE III-DISPOSITION OF PUBLIC LANDS FROM 1866 TO 1883' 

(Areas in hectares) 

NUMBER OF AVERAGE 
STATE TITLES EXTENT SIZE 

GRANTED 

Baja California 305 773.058 2,535 
Campeche. 358 612,375 1,708 
Coahuila 49 170,103 3,471 
Chiapaa . 491 341,289 695 
Chihuahua 192 446,380 2,325 
Durango 25 81,789 3,272 
Jalieco 2 44,995 2,497 
NuevoLe6n 3 152,908 50,969 
San Luis Potosi I 2,500 2,500 
Sinaloa 166 391,084 2,356 
Sonora 273 795.777 2,915 
Tabaeco . 1,188 350,839 295 
Tamaulipaa 38 71,826 1,8go 
Veracruz 1 6 6 
Yucatin 87 63,118 725 
Zacatecas 3 705 235 

Total 3,182 4,298,752 1,351 

It will be seen that in this entire number of grants, 3,182 in all, 
covering over 10,000,000 acres of public lands, there were few 
states in which the allotments had averaged over the 2,!'iOO hec­
tares specified by the law and that, in the states where the limit 
had been passed, the excess was generally slight. The state of 
Nuevo Le6n, where a few large grants had been made, shows 
the only marked departure from the policy of disposing of the 
public domain in small lots. It is evident that these figures repre-

• A,,1UIrio EsladIslico de '" Re¢blico Me:riun.a, 1803. Mexico. 1894. pp. 553-560: 
-Notieia de las adjudicacionN hechas de terrenos baldios. . . .• The decimal parts 
of the hectares have heen disreJlllrded. 
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and Coahuila) the average size of the allotments was 199 hectares 
(497 acres). These were probahly cattle lands. The individual 
holdings created in the still more arid regions of Baja California, 
Sonora, and Sinaloa and in Zacatecas, all of them probably de­
pending upon irrigation, averaged but 25 hectares. Those in the 
humid coast lands of Tabasco and Campeche contained 33 hec­
tares, and those of Yucatan little over 10 hectares. 

In succeeding years the movement continued, until by 1906 
there had been added to the small individual holdings the 
appreciable number of 19,906 (8,625 between 1894 and 1906)4 
created from the land held by pueblo communities. This, as we 
shall see later, represented only a part of the increase brought 
about by the Reforma legislation. 

CREATION OF RANCHOS FROM PUBLIC LANDS 

Another important feature of the agrarian reform introduced 
by Juarez was the settlement of public lands, which up to his 
time had met with very little success.-The law of July 20, 1863, 
modeled somewhat after the homestead law of 1862 in the United 
States, provided that anyone might denounce and file a claim for 
unclaimed land to the extent of 2,500 hectares, which would then 
be awarded him as allodial upon the payment of a nominal sum on 
easy terms.5 The applicant, however, was obliged to settle upon 
the lands claimed, with at least one person for every 200 hectares, 
and to maintain such occupancy for a period of ten years. Dur­
ing the life of Juarez and the duration of the Reforma govern­
ment little progress was actually made in this direction, but a 
movement was inaugurated which, in the years immediately fol­
lowing, brought a large amount of waste land under settlement. 
Table III shows the amount of public land thus disposed of, the 
average size of the concessions, and the number of proprietors 
benefited up to the year 1883, when, as we have seen, the public-

• Cuadra sin6ptico informativo de la administraci6n del senor general Don 
Porfino Diu ... hasta 1909. Direcci6n General de Estad(stica, Mexico, 1910, 
P.74· 

• F. F. de la Maza: C6digo de colonizaci6n y terrenos baldios de Ia Republica 
Mexicana, Mexico, 1893. PI>. 729-735. 
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land policy, under the government of General Dlaz, began to 
suffer radical changes. 

TABLE III-DISPOSITION OF PUBLIC LANDS FROM 1866 TO 1883' 

(A ,eas in hecta,es) 

NUMBER OF AVERAGE 
STATE TITLES EXTENT SIZE 

GRANTED 

Baja California 305 773.058 2.535 
Campeche. . 358 612.375 1.708 
Coahuila 49 170.103 3.471 
Chiapas . 491 341.289 695 
Chihuahua 192 446.380 2.325 
Durango 25 81.789 3.272 
Jalisco 2 44.995 2.497 
NuevoLe6n 3 152.908 50.969 
San Luis Potosi 1 2.500 2.500 
Sinaloa 166 391.084 2.356 
Sonora 273 795.777 2.915 
Tabasco . 1.188 

.' 

j50.839 295 
Tamaulipas 38 71.826 1.890 
Veracruz 1 6 6 
Yucatan 87 63.118 725 
Zacatecas 3 705 235 

Total 3.182 4.298.752 1.351 

It will be seen that in this entire number of grants, 3,182 in all, 
covering over 10,000,000 acres of public lands, there were few 
states in which the allotments had averaged over the 2,!,00 hec­
tares specified by the law and that, in the states where the limit 
had been passed, the excess was generally slight. The state of 
Nuevo Le6n, where a few large grants had been made, shows 
the only marked departure from the policy of disposing of the 
public domain in small lots. It is evident that these figures repre-

• AnlUJrio EsI6d •• ,ico de 10 Rept'tblico Me"'cand.r893. Mexico. 1894. pp. 553-560: 
-Noticia de las adjudicacioDl"S hechas de terrenos baldl08 •... - The decimal parts 
of the hectares have been disregarded. 
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sent genuine colonization-the establishment of a large number 
of small proprietors and the settlement of an extensive area of 
hitherto unoccupied territory. The settlements were made, too, 
chiefly in the parts of the republic where population had for­
merly been sparse, i.e. in the warm southern lowlands, along 
the arid west coast, and in the semi-arid states of the northern 
mesa. 

The following years saw a continuance of this settlement of 
public lands by small farmers, and 4,828 individual titles were 
issued under the provisions of this law between the years 1884 
and 1906. Thus, from this particular legislation, there resulted a 
total of 8,010 new holdings, which brought under settlement 
II,Oll,669 hectares of the formerly unoccupied public domain. 

Summing up the results of the agrarian reform instituted by 
Juarez and his associates, so far as the creation of small prop­
erties is concerned we find that, up to 1906, there had been dis-

{ 
tributed to individual holders 19,906 lots of what had been com­
munal holdings and that 8,010 new properties had been formed 
from. the public lands, making a total of 27,916 newly created 
holdings, most of which were ranchos. To this number we may 
add 357 grants to labradores pobres (poor laborers) in different 
parts of the public domain and 832 titles granted to colonists,' 
bringing the number of recently formed, small, individual prop­
erties up to about 29,000, or almost double the number of 
ranchos existing in the entire republic in 1854. 

The actual settlement of public lands in small lots suffered its 
first serious check in 1883, when, as has been noted, surveying 
companies were allowed to file claims for a third of all the lands 
they measured. The so-called Law of Colonization, enacted in 
1894, marked a still further departure from the homestead policy, 
by removing all limits to the amount of land that might be 
acquired by an individual. By these concessions the public 
lands that were suitable for colonization were rapidly exhausted, 
and the possibility of further homestead settlements was virtually 
ended. 

'Cuadrosin6pticoinformativo. pp. 73-74. 
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GROWTH IN SIZE OF RANCHOS 

By these various means the number of ranchos in Mexico has 
gradually increased, particularly since the period of the Reforma. 
At the same time, however, two active influences have been at 
work tending toward the concentration of these small holdings 
into larger ones. The first influence has already been noted in 
CIOnnection with the development of haciendas, which, in many 
cases, have absorbed small adjoining properties. There has 
also been a marked tendency toward the a~tion of the ranchos. 
Many of the holdings allotted in severalty t~ the members of a 
former community were very small-too small, indeed, to make 
them suitable for independent farms. In many cases these have 
been CIOmbined to form more workable properties. Furthermore, 
many of the recipients of the newly created individual holdings 
parted with their titles, sometimes through ignorance, sometimes 
through shiftlessness. This alienation has taken place most fre­
quently among the aborigines, who have often but the crudest 
notion of property rights and are usually satisfied with possession 
and use of the land. The better-educated mestizos, those already 
holding ranchos, and the inhabitants of the small agricultural 
towns have, in many instances, bought these small properties 
for a mere bagatelle and have thus formed larger holdings, often 
with the Indian tenants still attached to the land as peons. In 
this way many of the ranchos have come to be haciendas, in 
fact if not in name, with several score or sometimes several 
hundred persons living on them. So common has this growth. 
of the rancho become that the term is losing something of its 
original significance as a farm worked by the owner himself. 
Ali a net result the total number of separate properties in the 
country has been reduced, and thus to some extent the effect 
of the measures intended to reform the agrarian system has 
been CIOunteracted. 

NUJlBER OF RANCHOS IN 1910 

The present number of ranchos in MexiCIO and their distribu­
tion by states are shown in Table IV, compiled from the Census 
of 1910. 



LAND SYSTEMS OF MEXICO 

TABLE IV-DISTRIBUTION AND NUMBER OF RANCHOS IN 1910 

Aguascalientes 467 
Baja California 1,096 
Campeche 159 
Coahuila. 823 
Colima 294 
Chiapas 1,806 
Chihuahua . 2,615 
Distrito Federal 60 
Durango. 2,458 
Guanajuato 3,999 
Guerrero. 1,621 
Hidalgo 1,448 
Jalisco. 6,888 
Mexico 460 
Michoadm. 4,138 
Morelos 100 
Nuevo Le6n 2,310 
Oaxaca 382 
Puebla 878 
Queretaro SIS 
Quintana Roo 24 
San Luis Potosi 1,535 
Sinaloa 2,914 
Sonora 1,286 
Tabasco . 1,172 
Tamaulipas 2,892 
Tepic (Nayarit) 1,669 
Tlaxcala . 108 
Veracruz. 1,801 
Yucatan . 639 
Zacatecas 1,382 

Total ·47,939 

DISTRIBUTION OF RANCHOS 

In the general distribution of ranchos several factors seem to 
have operated. In the first place, there are few of these proper­
ties in regions where Indian influence is strong, as in the states 
of Tlaxcala, Mexico, Oaxaca, and Puebla. The Indian pueblos 
have always resisted the disentail of the communal properties 
and, openly or covertly, have succeeded in retaining their com-
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munal holdings. In all other regions there are many ranchos, the 
number varying greatly in the different states. The most con­
spicuous block is that which is included in the contiguous states 
of Jalisco, Guanajuato, and Michoacan. In the territory in­
cluded within this group of states there is found an aggregate of 
15,025, or nearly a third of the number in the entire republic. 
Much of the land of these states is too hilly for the successful 
administration of haciendas, and many parcels of productive 
ground have been formed into small holdings. Moreover, in 
this area the Indian influence has not been strong enough to 
prevent the dismemberment of the communal pueblos which 
had been formed after the Spanish conquest. Furthermore, along 
the west coast and in the arid northern states, in both of which 
regions Spanish settlement had taken the form of landholding 
pueblos, there are many ranchos at present, although the re­
stricted amount of arable land makes agriculture a secondary 
occupation. . 

Within these general regions the distribution of ranchos has 
depended very largely, but inversely, upon the factors that have 
influenced the distribution of haciendas. In other words the 
ranchos are generally situated in lands that are unsuitable for 
larger holdings. Thus, the hilly districts where the tillable ground 
is found in smatl, widely separated plots do not lend themselves 
to the formation of haciendas but are generally occupied by 
ranchos (Fig. 20). 

Moreover, as has already been pointed out, the hacendados 
devote much of their land to the cultivation of wheat, sugar cane, 
and rice by means of irrigation. Where water in sufficient 
quantities permits the cultivation of these crops few smatl prop­
erties have survived. They remain, as a rule, only where culti­
vation is dependent upon rainfatl alone or where the supply of 
water suffices to irrigate only a few small fields. The ranchos 
are thus, as a rule, situated upon the higher slopes or along the 
upper parts of river courses among the numerous diminutive 
afHuents; they occupy the smatl terraces, the narrow flood 
plains, or the alluvial fans that characterize these sections of a 
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stream. To say that a man is a farmer of rio arriba is usually 
equivalent to saying that he is a ranchero, since those of rio 
abajo are almost always hacendados with large holdings~ 

Distance from markets and from routes of travel also has 
played a part in the distribution of the ranchos. Since most of 
the land lying along the principal roads and railroads and in the 
vicinity of larger towns has been taken up by haciendas, the 
ranchos are found, predominantly, in districts apart from the 
main routes of travel and large centers of European population. 
This fact has made them far less conspicuous than the haciendas 
and has contributed to a common underestimate of their num­
bers and of their importance in the life of the nation. 

PLACE OF THE RANCHO IN THE NATIONAL LIFE 

As compared with the number of hacendados, the rancheros 
form by far the greater proportion of rural proprietors in Mexico, 
the respective numbers being 47,939 of the latter as against 
8,245 of the former. Only in Yucatan and Tlaxcala are there 
more haciendas than ranchos; in every other state in the republic 
the rancheros are far the more numerous, often being in the 
proportion of 10 to I. The ratio in the amount of property held 
is very different, since one hacienda is frequently as large and 
as valuable as many ranchos. 

The economic importance of the ranchos in the life of the 
nation is very hard to determine. Thus there is a great difference 
of opinion in regard to the proportion of food which they con­
tribute to the general supply, and statistics are lacking that 
might determine the facts in the case. This much is certain, 
that so long as the crops of the ranchos and pueblos yield well 
there is an abundant food supply, but when these crops fail, 
either because of unfavorable weather or because of destruction 
by revolutionary bands, the country must import cereals and 
sometimes actually faces starvation. The crops raised by 
the haciendas, though probably from a greater acreage and 
much more secure from drought, do not suffice to feed the nation. 

Socially the ranchos are of still greater importance. Although 



FIG •• o-Rancho! in the head! of vdlleys that lead Into the Valley of Mexico. Haciendas on the flat lands lower down. 
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the influence of these small holdings has as yet been slight in 
molding general social conditions in the country, they have 
provided real homes for a large number of the common people. 
While the conditions of life among the rancheros are not on a 
par with those enjoyed by the large landowners, they are far 
better than those of the peons upon the haciendas. The wants 
of the rancheros are not numerous, and, although their life is 
primitive in many districts, there is little real privation among 
them, except during occasional bad years. The food and the 
housing conditions suffice for their requirrments, while the 
money received from the sale of produce or from the employment 
of spare time provides for the limited purchases necessary. 
Moreover, the families of many of the rancheros find it possible 
to obtain at least an elementary education, either in the villages 
near which they live or in schools maintained by the co-operation 
of the rancheros themselves. In addition, probably the greatest 
social advantage offered by the ranchos is the intangible sense 
of dignity and independence engendered by proprietorship. The 
ranchero is a free man; he is free to dispose of his holdings and 
to make any change of environment or circumstances which may 
improve his condition. In all these respects the life of the ranchero 
is in striking contrast with that of his fellow tiller of the soil, 
the peon. 

Politically, the ranchos are coming to playa more and more 
important part in the life of the republic. For many years the 
owners of the small rural holdings either did not exercise the 
privileges of citizenship at all or were completely overshadowed, 
in politics, by the power of the hacendados. But, with the grow­
ing number of ranchos, the gradual increase of the medium-sized 
holdings, and the extension of education to some of the rural 
districts, the influence of this group is beginning to be felt. 
From constituting an element entirely outside of the political 
life of the nation, the rancheros are coming to exert an influence 
that will have to be reckoned with. They are gradually form­
ing a middle class, a development which will render the political 
situation in Mexico very different from that existing in most of 
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the other Latin American countries, where no such rural middle 
class exists .. Like the property holder everywhere, the ranchero 
will become a conservator of law and order. He is opposed to 
revolutionary movements of all kinds; and what he most desires 
is to be left alone, to cultivate his few acres in peace, unmolested 
by the march of troops or the raids of rebel bands. The attitude 
of a typical ranchero in the state of Mexico illustrates the politi­
cal interests of his class. When asked if many of the young men 
from the neighboring ranchos had gone into the revolution, he 
replied that his fellows took no interest at all in the affair; that 
they were all right as they were and did not like such revueltas; 
all they wanted was to be let alone-the typical attitude of the 
property holder, large or small. Unfortunately, this rural middle 
class has hitherto been too weak in numbers and influence to 
withstand either the powerful group of hacendados or the far 
more numerous class of landless mestizos. Nevertheless, the 
number of rancheros has gradually increased from 6,684 in 1810 
and 15,085 in 1854 to 47,939 in 1910, while the present reform 
bids fair to add very materially to their numbers, if it does 
not actually destroy the system of large holdings. Had Mexico 
during her one hundred years of independence possessed a 
greater proportion of small proprietors, her history might have 
been to a lesser degree a record of frequently recurring revolu­
tions. The ranchero constitutes one of the most powerfu stabiliz-
ing forces that the country can possess. -



CHAPTER V 

COLLECTIVE HOLDINGS IN MEXICO 

In addition to the forms of allodial tenure described in the 
preceding chapters, there exists in Mexico still another mode of 
tenure, one that represents a conception of property which 
seems curiously out of place in the world today. This is the 
system of collective holdings,1 which, although legally abolished 
years ago and gradually disappearing as modem economic indi­
vidualism penetrates deeper and deeper into the rural life of 
Mexico, is still quite common in certain parts of the country. 
I t has been, in some instances, openly preserved in defiance of 
legislation, but frequently it has been maintained covertly, under 
the guise of individual titles vested in some trusted cacique. 
Among the Indian population this traditional form of tenure is 
the only one clearly understood, and its revival is earnestly 
desired by many as a means of ameliorating the present insup­
portable conditions of the poorer agriculturists. 

Collective holdings in Mexico exist in several different forms. 
Some of them are held by incorporated.vilJages, the title to the 
land resting in the village itself. Others belong to unincorporated 
settlements of Indians, in which the lands are held in common 
but without legal title. Still others consist of legally constituted 
rural properties held by groups of individuals, each possessing a 
share or. shares, somewhat after the fashion of a stock company. 

CONDUENAZGOS 

The condueiiazgo (joint ownership), as this third class of collec­
tive holdings is termed, is of less importance than the other two, 
although quite common throughout Mexico. The basis of the 
joint ownership is a property, originally held by a single indi-

1 For literatu.n- on collective holdin&8 in Mexico, see the Bibliography. 
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vidual, which has been divided and subdivided by inheritance, 
sale, or other process of transfer, until now it is owned in shares 
by a number of persons. One title still covers the entire property, 
since the transactions by which it has been partitioned have been 
carried out without the prescribed legal formalities. The pur­
chaser of a share in one of these holdings obtains the right to 
occupy and cultivate any unused portion of the property and to 
enjoy the use of pastures, woods, waters, quarries, or other 
common resources of the place. In the event of such a property 
being broken up each shareholder receives his proportion of the 
land or of its purchase price. In some instances these conaueiias­
gos, through a long process of division and subdivision, have lost 
title under the original holding and consist at present of more or 
less irregularly held individual plots of cultivated land, with 
common possession and use of the pastures, woodlands, and 
wastes. Holdings of this type really constitute f'ancherias, since 
they comprise a group of small individual properties, but they 
still retain certain communal features. l 

LANDHOLDING TOWNS 

Mexico has always been a country of villages. The distribu­
tion of the arable soil in isolated pockets, oases set in the midst 
of barren hills or desert volcanic deposits, has tended to foster 
settlement in groups rather than in scattered farms. Cort~s 

observed this as he marched from the coast up to the capital. 
and every traveler since his day has been able to note the same 
fact. Furthermore, since the Conquest, the insecurity of life in 
the country districts has obliged people to keep together for 
common defence. There has seldom been a time in Mexico 
when the solitary dweller would be safe from the raids of bandits 
who occupy the hills. Possibly as a result of this close association 
in communities. much of the land has been held by towns and 
used collectively by their inhabitants. Some of these towns were 
of Indian origin and merely adapted their earlier organization 

• Andres Molina Enriquez: Los grandes problemas naciona1es. Mezico. 1909. 
p. 119-121. 
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to the system of their conquerors. Others were founded by the 
Spaniards as they gradually extended their occupation over the 
country. In the course of time, however, the two types have 
gradually approximated to a common form, but, since they have 
spnmg from different origins and have remained distinct during 
a great part of their history, it will be more convenient to deal 
with them separately. 

SPANISH SETTLEMENTS 

The conquest of Mexico led to a redistribution of the inhabi­
tants and to the formation of new centers of population. No 
sooner had the country been pacified than the Spaniards inaugu­
rated a policy of founding new towns. Some of these, such as 
Mexico, T1axcala, and Texcoco, were, it is true, nothing more 
than the reorganization of existing cities, but a great many were 
erected upon new sites. Thus the necessities of defence led to 
the establishment of military outposts on the frontier or among 
the more restless Indian tribes. The connections of the con­
querors with the sea led to the creation of new routes of travel 
and to the development of new centers of trade. Furthermore 
the interests of a new religion called for new establishments. 
Changed economic conditions rendered many of the older sites 
unsuitable and gave importance to hitherto unoccupied places. 
Thus Puebla, halfway house to the coast, sprang up, and the 
neighboring Indian city, Cholula, decayed. Antiquera (now 
Oaxaca), which was more accessible from Mexico, became the 
metropolis of the plateau which Zaachila had once dominated. 
Valladolid (the modem Morelia) supplanted Tzintzuntzan, the 
ancient capital of Michoacan, as a better strategic position for 
holding the province. Aboriginal Tula faded into insignificance 
as compared with the Spanish city of Queretaro. Toluca, amid 
its fine pasture lands, which had been mere wastes before the 
introduction of European cattle, eclipsed the old agricultural 
town of Malinalco. Ports, such as Veracruz, Tampico, Acapulco, 
sprang up along the coasts; while mining towns, such as Pachuca, 
Guanajuato, Zacatecas, and San Luis Potosi, began to appear 
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among the mountains where the aborigines had found nothing 
to interest them. The cultivation of wheat, sugar cane, and 
European fruits gave rise to new towns in the fertile valleys of 
Atlixco, Orizaba, and Morelos and in the more healthful spots 
along the seaboard. Even in the more arid districts of the north 
settlements grew up where there was grass enough for cattle or 
where water could be found for irrigation. 

It was but natural that many of these new settlements, par­
ticularly those established in centers of agricultural production, 
should take on the character of the Castilian agricultural villages 
with which the conquerors and their home government were 
most familiar. The towns of Castile had been, from very ancient 
times, landholding bodies, possessing more or less extensive 
territories. Thus, every town had what were known as propios, 
lands owned by the village itself and administered by the town 
officers. These propios were rented year by year, and from the 
income thus obtained the expenses of local government were 
met as well as the taxes levied on the community by higher 
authorities. In addition to these cultivated lands each town 
possessed an area just outside the city gates that was styled the 
ejido (from Latin exitus). This ground was used for a "great 
variety of purposes. It contained the pound for stray cattle 
as well as the public threshing floors and places where the vil­
lagers might winnow their grain in the open air. It contained the 
public rubbish heap and the village slaughter pen. Upon it 
the farmer might unload the crops brought in from the fields 
or might keep his hives of bees. Parts otherwise unoccupied 
served for playgrounds and loafing places. No building might 
be constructed upon this land, nor might it be cultivated. The 
custom of maintaining the ejido for the common use of the 
inhabitants had been recognized, if not established, by the law 
of the Siete Partidas (1256-1265). 

In addition to the propios and ejido the villages possessed the 
pastos comunes or dehesas for the common pasturage of flocks and 
herds. The villagers zealously guarded these common grass­
lands against encroachment for other purposes and against 
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invasion by the migrant herds of sheep which twice a year 
crossed the country between the winter-grazing lands in the 
valleys of the south and the highland pastures of the central 
plateau. If, as occasionally happened, some part of the common 
was broken and cultivated, it reverted to the use of the com­
munity as soon as the crop was cut, and the cattle of the villagers 
were turned out upon the stubble. 

Woodlands, open to the free but restricted use of the com­
munity, were also held by many of the towns. These were called 
montes, as they were usually situated on the hillsides 'which were 
suitable neither for pasture nor for tillage. Upon their preserva­
tion and careful administration depended the supply of fuel, both 
wood and charcoal, for the townspeople, as well as the supply of 
timber for building purposes. 

These Castilian pueblos were the model of all towns founded 
by the Spaniards in America. Royal orders issued by Charles V 
and Philip II I provided regulations to be followed in th!! estab­
lishment of new villages. After specifying in detail the factors 
to be considered in the selection of town sites (climate and situ­
ation in respect to coast, rivers, lakes, mountains), it was ordered 
that great care should be exercised in the choice of a place where 
there would be fertile lands adjoining, where pasture would be 
available, where there would be an abundance of timber for fuel 
and for constructions, and where a supply of water would be 
assured for the people and for their fields. The site having been 
selected, the town was to be laid out in an orderly fashion and 
lots assigned to the settlers; the empresario, or person founding 
the town, was to be allowed one-fourth of all lots, the remainder 
to be distributed equally. The tillable land lying about the town 
was also to be allotted to the settlers, the recipient of a village 
lot being also entitled to a suerte (lot) of agricultural land. It 
would seem that, at first, these plots. were given to the colonists 
on the same terms as were their solares (building lots) and be­
came their individual property (cosa suya propia) if occupied 

• Recopilaci6n de Jeyes de los reYDOS de las Indias. 3rd edit., Madrid, 1774. Book 
IV. ChB. S. 7. u. 
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within three months and properly "proved up" within four 
. years. The individual allotments were originally limited to five 

peontas or three caballerias (500-1,500 acres). Before these in­
dividual allotments were made, however, lands were to be set 
aside for the common use of the inhabitants, including pasture 
grounds (dehesas) sufficient for the cattle and ejidos sufficiently 
extensive for any probable future growth of the settlement. The 
remaining lands included in the town grant were to remain baldios 
(public and unoccupied lands reserved by the crown for future 
grants), except that from these latter were to be selected certain 
portions as propios, the income from which would be' used to 
defray the expenses of village administration. The common 
lands were to be administered by the town council, an elective 
body which was to be formed in every case as soon as the settle­
ment was made. 

Throughout the colonial period expansion into the hitherto 
unoccupied parts of Mexico was generally accompanied by the 
founding of such landholding pueblos. Although the first settle­
ments on the frontier. were usually in the form of missions or 
presidios (military establishments), both of these were regarded 
as temporary organizations which, it was expected, would 
eventually give place to pueblos. In California, Sonora, and 
other parts of the northwest, which were organized late in the 
colonial period, the pueblo was also the unit of organization, 
although the agrarian conditions differed somewhat from those 
in the earlier towns. These later pueblos differed from the earlier 
in two particulars: first, the ejido, with its suertes of land for the 
settlers, contained four square leagues instead of one (an evident 
response to the aridity of the climate), and, second, both Indians 
and whites inhabited the same town, though in separate sections. 
In these later pueblos there was no individual ownership in 
the full sense. Ultimate title to all lands was reserved by the 
crown. The settlers enjoyed only the usufruct, with rights of 
inheritance. The allotment to each Indian head of a family was 
one agricultural lot (suerte), generally measuring 100 by 200 roras; 
and an Indian governor, or headman, received two. The Span-
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ish settlers were given two lots each (sometimes four), while the 
priest received five, and three were set aside for the captain­
general of the settlement. After these plots had been held and 
worked for five years titles were given to the holders, but the 
lands were still inalienable. In case the agricultural plots were 
not cultivated within two years they reverted to tl1e crown. In 
brief, the grants did not involve a complete surrender of the 
rights of the crown over a part of the kerencia real but consti­
tuted simply a permission to use the land, in perpetuity, upon 
certain conditions. All lands not included in these· grants re­
mained crown property. In case anyone wished for an extension 
of the tillable land, parts of these realengos could be leased in 
perpteuity upon the payment of two pesos per year for each 
suerte. 

In the prairie regions of Texas, Coahuila, and New Mexico the 
land was distributed upon a different plan. The pueblo was still 
the unit of the system, but it was not so much an agricultural 
settlement as the seat of a pastoral colony. Consequently we find 
the land grants gauged by the amount of grassland needed 
rather than by the area to be cultivated. As in all grazing dis­
tricts, the holdings were large, and the league replaced the !lara 
as the unit of measure. In the territory lying along the Rio 
Grande, Escand6n and Borrego in 1749--1755 established a series 
of settlements that were typical of the Spanish expansion in the 
prairie country. At the Villa de Laredo in 1755 a small group of 
settlers, some thirteen families, was assigned 15 square leagues 
(86,400 acres) of pasture lands. At the Rancho de Dolores a 
temporary grant was made to the colonists of 50 sitiosde ganado 
mayor (equivalent to 216,920 acres), until permanent concessions 
could be obtained. The usual method followed was to make a 
large grant which should be held, at least for a time, in common. 
This generally consisted of 2 sitios de ganado mayor (8,677 acres) 
per family, 2 sitios de ganado mayor and 12 caballertas' (1,269 
acres) for the captain in charge of the settlement, and 4 sitios 
de ganado mayor (17,354 acres) for ejido, besides whatever addi­
tional land should be needed in case a mission was attached to 
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FIG. 'I-Contemporary plan showing the type of holdings of a Spanish town on the northern frontier of Mexico in colonial 
times. In the center appears the ground plan of the town (shown in perspective in the upper right corner). Surrounding 
it are the various town lands: the propios (upper left and lower right), rented out for cultivationj the elidas (exido on plan, 
inner right and left), reserved for a variety of purposes and exempt from being built upon or cultivated; and the dehesas (outer 
right and left), common pasturage. (By permission from H. E. Bolton: Texas in the Middle Eighteenth Century. Un'v. 
of Califarnia PubIs. in Hislary. Vol. 3. Berkeley. 1915. opp. p. 6.) 

... ... 
o 
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the town. It 'was always the ultimate intention to distribute 
these large communal grants, but the colonizers believed that a 
community of interests would help to hold the settlement to­
gether during the first trying years. It was sometimes many 
years, however, before the division was made. 

Thus, to a certain extent in central Mexico and to a greater 
degree in the peripheral states occupied at a later period, the 
landholding towns established by the Spaniards formed one of 
the recognized features of the agrarian system (Fig. 21). All of 
these villages held certain lands which were owned, administered, 
and used in common by the inhabitants. These were, as we 
have seen, the tkhesas and the ejidos. The agricultural plots 
within the area of their jurisdiction were either held as allodial 
by the inhabitants or were allotted to individuals for their use, 
in which case the title remained in the village or, ultimately, in 
the crown. During the entire colonial period no important 
modification was made in this method save such gradual changes 
as took place because of the changing character of the population. 

INDIAN PUEBLOS 

Side by side with these towns there existed in Mexico, and 
still exist today, many landholding Indian villages. Some of 
these date only from the reorganization of the political system 
after the Conquest, but some of them are survivals of the aborigi­
nal social system which was found in Mexico at the advent of 
Europeans. These Indian agrarian towns merit consideration, 
pardy because of the historic interest which attaches to them as 
representative of the ancient Mexican culture and pardy be­
cause they have strongly influenced the entire land system as it 
now exists in Mexico. 

When the Spaniards entered Mexico they found the Indian 
inhabitants in many different stages of advancement and, con­
sequently, with varying ideas of land tenure. The more or less 
nomadic tribes that inhabited the plains of the north, the moun­
tains of the Sierra Madre Oriental, and some of the coastal 
regioru. had little or no conception of ownership in land, since 



112 LAND SYSTEMS OF MEXICO 

they subsisted chiefly by hunting or by collecting the seeds and 
fruits of plants which they had no part in producing. These 
tribes made, at most, but temporary use of patches of ground 
for their rudely planted fields of com, abandoning the fields as 
soon as the crop had been gathered. The dimly defined domain 
of th.e tribe was shared on equal or almost equal terms by all 
its members. On the other hand, the Nahuas of the Mesa Cen­
tral and the Mayas of Yucatan, with a number of other Indian 
tribes that had come under their influence, had developed agri­
culture as the basis of their society. Occupying as they did the 
fertile bolsones of central Mexico and the productive limestone 
lands of Yucatan, possession and use of the tillable land was of 
such vital importance that there had been worked out a definite 
system of land tenure, in whith the rights of possession were 
dearly established.. While the influence of the less advanced 
Indian tribes has been negligible in the history of landholding 
in Mexico, that of these more cultured tribes has been potenc 
-so potent, in fact, that it has given a distinctive stamp to the 
entire system. 

Before the coming of the Spaniards the population in the 
productive areas of Mexico was organized in "tribes." Each tribe 
was made up of a number of smaller units, which were kinship 
groups, or "clans." These kinship groups were known to the 
Mexicans as calpuUi.& The households composing the calpulli 
were settled closely together; and several distinct calputli were 
generally grouped together in a village. 

The use of the term calpulli is, however, not always unambigu­
ous. Bandelier states that the word was "also used to designate 
a great hall or house, and we may therefore infer that, originally 

• On this subiect the principal authority is A. F. Bandelier: On the Distribution 
and Tenure of Lands •.• Among the Ancient Mexicans, R.pts. P.abod;y MIlS ... '" 
0/ A",,,. Archa.oIog;y and Elhnolog;y, HartHlrd U"i."sil;y,l.nd edit.,l Vol. " 1876-79, 

. Cambridge, 1880, pp. 385-448. Cf. T. T. Waterman: Bandelier's Contribution to 
the Study of Ancient Mexican Social Organization, Uni •• of Calif,,,,,;a P"bls. i" 
Am ... Archaeolog;y and Elhnolog;y, Vol. 12, Berkeley, 1917, pp. '49-.8.. Each of 
these papers gives exhaustive references to the original authorities. and Waterman 
adds a careful and extensive bibliography. 

• Bandelier, op. <i/., pp. 401-405; and especially Waterman: op. <i/., pp. '5'-
256; section on Clan Organization in Ancient Mexico, pp. '52-'56. 



FIG. 22-An Indian settlement with it! multitudes of small holdings separated by lanes: the Valley of Maltrata in the eastern 
escarpment of the Mexican plateau, six miles west of Orizaba. 



FIG. 23-A scattered agricultural settlement of Indians in the Toluca Valley on the Mesa Central. 35 miles west of Mexico City. 
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at least, all the members of one kinship dwelt under one common 
roof.-· The Mexican pueblos must not, however, be thought of 
as -join [ tenement houses,- resembling the communal dwellings 
which characterize the settlements found among the Pueblo 
Indians of Arizona and New Mexico. As found by the Spaniards, 
they appear to have been clustered agricultural settlements 
rather than compact villages or towns. They were unlike the 
great tenements of the Pueblo Indians, inasmuch as each house 
was a small, separate dwelling, set usually in the center of a 
patch of cultivated ground.' 

A further difficulty arises from the fact that the Spaniards 
usually translated ca1pulli by the word barrio, signifying "district­
or ·ward.· Without question the calpulli were primarily kin­
ship groups, but the organization of these units seems to have 
been modified in character through the settlement of the Indians 
upon the land as sedentary agriculturists. What originally 
had been kinship groups later on became place units, the land 
that was occupied tending to supersede blood relationship as the 
bond of union. In this connection it is of importance to notice 
that the Spaniards had made allotments of Indians in the West 
Indies on the basis of kinship groups, the repartimientos having 
been made by caciques. In Mexico, on the other hand, they em­
ployed a place unit, the pueblo, for the same purpose.s It is 
obvious that with this precedent it would have been more 
natural, had kinship been the conspicuous bond of union, for the 
conquerors to have employed their earlier method in the later 

• IlaDdelier.",. <iI., p. 401; Waterman,,,,. <iI., p. 253. cr. 1.. H. Morg;m: Ancient 
Socirty, New York, 1877, P. 536; John Fiske: The DiscoYerY of America, Booton, 
1119., VoL I, p. 95, DOte. 

, Cort& opeab f_uently of the sman houses of the MeDcans and of villages 
with many dweIliDga (The Despatches of Hemando Cortes. transL by George Fol­
som, New YOlk. 1843, pp. 53, S40 57, 71, 163, etc.). Alooso de ZoOta (Breve y 
.umaria relaci6n, i. Joaquln Garcia Ica2bak:eta: Nueva O>Iecci6n de dOClllllel1t08 
para Ia historia de Mexico, Vol. 3, Me2ico, 11191, p. 172) says the houses were 
~iUJI (very .man). The <ldtda of July .. , 1695, miDg the bound. of the 
IDdiaD pueblos, says tbat in many of the native towns the houses were built 30 
or 40 _as or even a quarter of a league apart (see F. F. de Ia Maza: C6digo de 
coloDi2aci6D y terreDos baJdioo de Ia RepUblica MelIicaoa, Me2ico, 11193, pp. 28-30). 

• F ... the distribution of IndiaDs by pueblos, see Juan L6pea de Velasco: Geogra­
fIa y deoaipci6D UDiyersa) de las Ind.ias, publicada pcrDou Justo Zatagooa. Madrid, 
11194. pp. 18 ....... 82. 
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circumstances. The fact that kinship groups, as such, do not 
appear in the repartimientos made in Mexico seems conclusive 
evidence that the calpulii had already become, in large measure, 
a territorial unit. 

The lands held by the calpulli were of several kinds. In the 
first place there was an area surrounding each village that was 
called the altepetlalli (literally, the town land). This seems to 
have included all the lands of various kinds that were held 
by the various kinship groups constituting the settlement. It 
was divided into sections, each calpulli holding its own well­
defined part of this general area and using it independently of 
the other groups in the town. 9 It may be surmised that a large 
part of this altepetlalli was not under cultivation but served as 
hunting grounds, timber lands, rock quarries, and so forth. 
Any member of the calpulli might use the untilled areas belong­
ing to his district, being entitled (with certain restrictions) 
to hunt, fish, cut wood, or gather grass for roofing, mats, and 
other household purposes. There were no common pastures, 
since the aboriginal Mexicans did not possess domestic cattle. 
There did exist, however, certain well-defined rights to the 
use of water for irrigation purpcses-rights so equitably adjusted 
that the Spanish crown recognized the Aztec code and made it 
a basis for the regulation of water rights in colonial Mexico.lO 

The altepetlalli would thus seem to correspond very closely to 
the ejido of the present-day Indian pueblo. The fact that there 
existed any such unit as the altepetlalli would also seem to indi­
cate that the village itself, as distinguished from the individual 
calpulli composing it, had already become a recognized terri­
torial division. 

Within the area occupied by individual calpulli tillable plots 
were distributed among the various family heads of the kinship 
group. These assignments for the support of families were 
known as tlatlmiMi and were called heredades (inheritances) by 
the Spaniards. They do not appear to have been allotted each 

• BandeU ... o/>. c;, .• pp. 404. 419. 423. 425 (note 95). 
10 "Recopilaci6n,D Book IV. Ch. 17. Law II. 
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year, as were those in the somewhat similar ancient Inca com­
munities, but were held pennanently by a family, the land 
passing by inheritance from father to sons. Only such parcels 
were assigned annually as might be left vacant by the extinction 
of a household, the removal of an occupant, the abandonment 
of a plot by its former holder, or as increase in the number of 
households rendered new allotments necessary.u The size of the 
IIaIlmilli, or individual allotments, varied, no doubt, in different 
places, according to the amount of land avai1able for distribution 
and the number of persons among whom it bad to be appor­
tioned. It must also have varied with the character of the soil, 
with the amount of rainfall, and with the supply of water for 
irrigation. Since, however, the land was held and cultivated by 
the fMUgwUu (the free inhabitants of a town who held allot­
ments) simply for the purpose of supplying their immediate 
needs and to provide a small surplus for barter in the village 
market, we may reasonably assume that the holdmgs were 
quite small, probably not averaging over two or three hectares. U 

It would seem that the usual custom was for each recipien\ of 
these village lands to cultivate the land himself. The individu~ 
plots were usually marked off one from the other (Fig. 24), as -are 
the holdings of the Indians today, by low stone walls, rows of the 
thorny agave, narrow lanes, or ditches that served the double 
purpose of drainage or irrigation canals and boundaries. Calpulli 
was divided from C4lpulli and pueblo from pueblo in much the 
same way. Indian laws imposed heavy penalties, that of death 
sometimes, for the removal of a landmark. U 

II 1IaJIdeIB .... cit.. pp. 4240 426. 42' (Dole 99). 429-
II Duriq the 9icsoyalty '" ADtoaio de Mead ... (1535-1550) aome Ianda 

wbich bad booB ocx:upiod by Carta in the Valley of ToI ..... wen: Rt1ImeCl to the 
former lDdiaD boIden, aDd to oach ""'" allotted a piece ........me 100 __ by .... 
... • _ eia:bt aCftII f ... oach bolder. This 1IOUId probably _t the typical 
_ '" the lDdiaD pIota (Zorita,.,. cit.. Po 113). ID order to 8UpplemeDt the_ 
iDmme fl'Cllll euda 8DIaII pIota '" pound. the lDdiaDa pmIlably occupied _ 
u.. in the productiaa '" _in articIs of bome ....... ufact-, as do the inhabi­
tanta '" Maiaoa _ today. Quor&uo is DOW __ f ... ita ~ ~; 
Le6oo, .... ita tiDe ....... ; Celaya, .... ita ~_ (lJa&B '" aJDdeDaed miIk); Gue.daIa-
iua. C_-.:a. aDd PaobIa. oach f ... apociaI tiDd '" ~; u ... _. f ... ita 
lacquerod work, etc. The Iist10 '" objectB _ to tile ADec: .......... tribDte1lOUld 
_18 to iDdicate tbat the aacieDt 'II'iIIaaes opecialiRd in mada tbe same 1l'Ill'. 

(1',. ~ 13, _ ,. 116) 
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In addition to the plots of land which were assigned to indi­
viduals, fields were set aside for special public purposes, such 
as the production of supplies for the maintenance of the local 
chief, for the entertainment of official visitors, for the payment 
of tribute to the higher chieftains, for the prosecucion of wars, 
and for the support of religious institutions and the priesthood.14 

These lands were, properly speaking, the commons of the 
calpulli, since they were held and administered by that body 
and were worked by all the people in common, the whole com­
munity turning out together to cultivate the plots or to gather 
the harvest and store it in the village granary. From accounts 
left of the customs of those days we know that this community 
labor was performed with zest and good spirit, songs, jokes, 
and rough play making the task light, as is still the case on some 
of the haciendas. 

The most important of these public plots were those cultivated 
for the kings and called tlatocatlalU (lands of the chief). These 
were to be found in every village and were naturally the best 
of the lands. A standard size for them seems to have been four 
hundred "measures"16 on each side, making a field of some 163 
acres. Occasionally double this amount was contained in the 
fields set aside for this purpose. or scarcely less importance 
were the tecpantlaUi, or plots whose crops were devoted to the 
care of the tecpan, the house belonging to the community where 
the chief lived. These lands were cultivated by a special class 
of people, the tecpantlaca or tecpanpouhqui (people of the palace), 

11 Statement of Friar Andres de Alcobiz. Sept. 10. 1543. in Garcia Ica.balceta. 0'. til .• Vol. 3, p. 313: Jeronimo Romin y Zamora: Repllblicas de Indias, ••• 
reimpresaB, seglln la edici6n de 1575, Madrid, 1897. Vol. t, p •• 85 (Colecci6n de 
libros tarOS 6 curiosos Que tratan de America, Vol. 14-15). "Tenia pena de mueIte 
el Que arrancaba y Quitaba los mojones de los t&minos de los pueblos.· 

.. Bandelier. 0'. <il •• pp. 419-4'3. 
"Ibid., p. 4.0. Tbe number 400 was said to be a perfect number among the 

Aztecs. Tbelr tribute was often paid in units of this number. and frequent men­
tion i. made of land plots meaauring tbis size. Frequent reference is made by early 
Spani.b writen to an Indian land measure wbich the Spaniards translated bra ... 
(fathom). or .imply "measure," and wbich was said to have been. not the span of 
the outstretched arms, but the distance from foot to outstretched hand, or approx­
imately 80 inche.. The deed for the lirst parcel of land composing the bacienda de 
Santa Anna Atoyasa\co, In TI""cala, refers to thi. measure as "seglln el uso de los 
I ndioB de eata provincia.· 



FIG. 24-Qld Indian picture map showing the holding. of an individual. either allodial or. more probably. individual allotments 
In a calpulli. (From Pl. 13 in paper by Eduard SeIer cited in footnote 16.) 



FIG. oS-Typical pueblo and communal·holdings country near Laur.1 on the slope. of the Sierra de la. Cruceo, the range which 
bound. the Valley of Mexico on the we.t. 
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said to be plebeians, but enjoying exemption from all save 
nominal tribute. Such lands were probably as numerous as the 
llatocatlalU and of much the same character. 

Neither these public plots nor the parcels assigned to indi­
viduals might be alienated under any circumstances. Not even 
the chiefs or the emperor might take them from the calpulU. 
They might, however, be rented, either to those of the same 
group or to outsiders. The rent paid was a share of the crops 
raised, and this (now called aparcerw) is still the usual method 
followed in Mexico. The proceeds were devoted to public uses.1S 

VARIATIONS FROM THE COMMUNAL SYSTEM 

IN ANCIENT TIMES 

These communal holdings formed the basis of the land system 
in Aztec Mexico. It has been maintained that no other form of 
tenure was recognized, that the distribution of the land was 
everywhere upon an equal basis, that its administration was 
completely democratic, and that the lands of nobles, to which 
we find many references, were only public calpulli plots assigned 
to them for revenue.17 It may be that this had been true of 
earlier periods in Mexico, but there seems little doubt that, 
before the time of the Conquest, certain modifications had been 
introduced which were gradually destroying whatever equality 
had formerly existed in the distribution of the land and in the 
social organization that was based upon it. There is evidence 
that, before the arrival of the Spaniards, these modifications 
were already reducing the importance of the Indian village as the 

II The village kept a ",cord of the lands belonging to it and of the uses to which 
they were assigned. indicating by means of colors and ideograpbs the persons who 
held individual plots. See Francisco Javier Clavigero: Historia antigua de Mmco. 
traducida del Italiano por 1. Joaquin de Mora y precedida de noticias bio-bibliogra­
ficas del autor, po< Luis Gonzalez Ob",g6n, Mexico. 1917. Vol. I, pp. 353-354; and 
Eduard Seier: The Mexican Picture Writings of A1eunder von Humboldt in the 
Roya\ Library at Berlin, ill Mexican and Central American Antiquities. Calendar 
Systems, and History: Twenty-four Papers by Eduard Seier, E. Fllrstemann. Paul 
Schellhas, Carl Sapper, and E. P. Dieseldorff, transl. from the German under the 
direction of C. P. Bowditch. B ..... of A ....... Blhnolo,'1 BuU. !lB. Smithsonian Instn., 
Washington, D. C •• 1904. pp. 123-329; especially pp. '00-209. and PI. 13 (here 
",produced as Fig. '4). 

II Bandelier • .". <iI., pp. 447-448. 
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classic landholding unit of the country and were creating a form 
of tenure that closely resembled the individual holdings of post­
Conquest days. 

An early departure from the communal system, in which each 
family held and worked an assigned plot of the commons, was 
the growth of estates with serfiike tenants attached to the soil. 
On these estates cultivation was carried on by peasants, who 
were known specifically as mayeques, tlalmatecas, or tlalmaites.18 

These cultivators might neither move from the land nor might 
they be removed from it. They were bound to the soil; and, in 
case of a transfer of the estate, the peasants went with the land 
upon which they lived. Conversely, they enjoyed riVhls of 
occupancy the terms of which were established by custom and 
respected by the proprietor or overlord. For the use of the 
soil they paid a share of the crops to the landlord and rendered 
him certain personal services, such as supplying him with the 
wood and water required for his household. He, in tum, was 
responsible for their protection and welfare. The mayeques were 
free from the tribute paid by the maceguales (holders of communal 
lands) and were under no obligation to aid in the cultivation 
of the public plots. 

Writing in 1538, Cortes gives a description of the conditions 
upon which the tenants lived on certain estates at that time. 
Each of the laborers, he says, received a piece of land for cul­
tivation and a place upon which he might build a hut; in return, 
he worked on the farm of the landlord. Some of the tenants 
were also required to provide, at stated times, articles such 
as homespun cloth, loads of wood, and turkeys; others were 
obliged to attend the landlord when he traveled and to carry 
his burdens; others, again, wove cloth, both to make up the 
tribute which the landlord had to pay and for the use of his 
household. The women also rendered personal senice in the 
landlord's household. So faithfully, indeed, has custom main­
tained these services which the Mexican tenant was bound to 

18 Zorita, op. ciI., pp. 156-1611. Bandelier, op. ciI., Po 437. thinks that the 114/­
mo;1U became "vassals· only after the Spanish conquest. 
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render, that this account, written four centuries ago, is an ex­
cellent description of the relation existing today between patron 
and peon on almost any large property in Mexico.19 

The number of persons who thus occupied and cultivated the 
lands of other Mexicans was so large that the Spanish officials 
were early forced to recognize their status as different from that 
of the communal landholders and to exempt them from the obli­
gation, imposed upon the maceguales, of paying tribute.20 In 
1563 their number was estimated at not less than 100,000,21 
but the number had increased since the Conquest. 

The estates here referred to, and described by the Spaniards 
as tierras y vasaUos patrimoniales, were said to have existed 
from very early times and to have remained in possession of 
certain families from generation to generation.22 Indeed, this 
method of landholding appears to have been quite common. 
All the chiefs, high and low (of which there were said to be at 
least 3,000), as well as other persons, held such estates before the 
Conquest, and many of them retained their holdings for som~ 
years thereafter.22 In some cases the possessions of the chiefs 
were inherited whether or not son succeeded father in his official 
position. The estates were not entailed but might be divided 
among the heirs as the father saw fit.24 Apparently the lands 
might be alienated but in no case transferred to maceguales. 

Other estates were attached to certain public offices and 
constituted part of the perquisites enjoyed by the officials.26 

at Colecd6n de document08 inEdit08 ••• del Real Arcbivo de Indias, Vol. 3. 
Madrid •• 865. pp. 5_543 • 

.. Licenciado Valderrama. visitador de la Real Audiencia de M&:ico. in statement 
to Philip II. in '564. He says that in one Indian town which had 3.000 .eciflOl 
there were '.900 /err1lS_OS. as the Spaniards called these tenants (Coleccl6n de 
documentos in&lit08. Vol. 4. p. 36.). 

D Martin CortEs (son of the conqueror). statement to Philip II. in 1563. 'Sobre 
108 repartimientos 11 c1ase. de tierras de Nueva Espalla" (Coleccl6n de document08 
in&lit08. Vol. 4. pp. 44<>-46.). 

II Zorita, ",. 'iI .. pp. 80-8 •• 
DIbid., p. 16:1: "'rodoe estoa Sefiorea. supremos ~ inferiol'e8. y ouos particulares 

tentan tierras propias patrimonial ... y en elias sus m<J'etJUU 6 IlGlma;les ••• " 
II Ibid., pp. 8cral, 157. 162-163. The custom seems to have varied in regard to 

this procedure. In some places the lint-born is said to have inherited tbe holdings 
of hi. father. Cf. Bandelier. ",. ,;1 •• pp. 429-430. 

• Bandelier. op. <iI •• pp. 4'7-4.8. 430-431. 
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Since, however, the offices usually passed from father to son, even 
these latter holdings came, more or less permanently, into the 
possession of certain families. Most of the lands thus held 
by the nobles were seized and occupied by the Spaniards. 

The private individuals ("otros particulares") referred to as 
possessors of estates may have been the class of persons de­
scribed by Cortes in 1538.26 He says that some of the vecinos 
of pueblos, particularly near the city of Mexico, held extensive 
parcels of land, even as much as 1,000 or 2,000 "measures" (pos­
sibly from 1,020 to 4,080 acres). The tenants on these lands paid 
rent and rendered services on the same basis as the mayeques. 

At the time of the Spanish conquest the communal system of 
landholding was thus actually in process of being submerged in 
some parts of Mexico. Another phase of this modification of the 
older system is to be seen in the extensive overlordships of pueblos 
or groups of pueblos which had become general in the ancient 
kingdom of Texcoco. Districts had been granted to the chiefs 
or.nobles surrounding the king, under a system of tenure which 
may well be described as feudal. The Spaniards called these 
overlordships seiiorws, and the list of the seiiorios of Texcoco 
has been preserved, showing about thirty in all, each of which 
consisted of a number of villages.27 In the kingdom of Mexico 
(as distinguished from the federation of Mexico, Texcoco, and 
Tacuba) a similar system was in operation. In this case dis­
tricts comprising one or more pueblos were held by the cbiefs, 

. to whom tribute was paid. These possessions, or fiefs, carried 
a certain jurisdiction over land and people and were heritable.28 

• Colecci6n de document.,. inMitos. Vol. 3. PI'. 540-543. Eduard SeIer, in hi. 
discussion of the Indians who became 'chieftains" of the native part of Mexico City 
after the Conquest. speaks of Xochiquentzin (1532-1536) as one "who was also 
not a prince of the blood. but had only been a large landowner" (B ..... of A", ... 
Elhll%ll' Bull. :IS, Smithsonian Instn .• Washington, D. C., 1904, p. 167). 

" Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl: Obras hist6ricas. publicadas por Alfredo Cha­
vern, Mexico. 1802. Vol. 2. pp. 167-171 . 

.. Ramirez de Fuenlea1. writing in 1532, sayS that Montezuma held a number of 
fiefs in the territory which the Mexicans had conquered and that he distributed 
these among his chief men. He calla attention to the fact that the Mexicans. in 
their island home, could not have lived but for these districts assigned them after 
each conquest (Henri Temaux-Compe.na: Voyages. relations et m~moiresl Paris, 
1840, Vol. 10, PI'. '43-257). 
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In the years following the Spanish conquest some Mexican 
nobles continued to hold these ancestral estates. Others presented 
petitions to the king of Spain or his representatives claiming pue­
bios or groups of pueblos as holdings which were recognized as hav­
ing long been in the possession of their families.1I So thoroughly, 
indeed, had the system become rooted in the country ,that the 
Spaniards adopted it as the basis of their own distribution of the 
land; the conquerors merely replaced the fallen Mexican chiefs 
and continued to receive from the inhabitants of the towns the 
tribute, labor, and other personal services that had been rendered 
to their aboriginal predecessors.ao 

From the description already given of the haciendas in Mexico 
at the present time it is easy to see that, in the relationship exist­
ing between the patron and the peon, there is a survival of the 
customs that characterized the tribute districts of the Aztecs 

It An illustration of this latter may be found in the petitions sent by Indian 
nobles to Charles V in 153 •• in which they specify the pueblos they had held and 
the manner in which they had come by them. The document was signed in the 
presence of the archbishop, who was also president of the Audiencia, the other 
oitloru also serving as witnesses and certifying that the statements in the petition 
were reported to be true (Ternaux-Compans, "p. <il., Vol. 8, pp .• 61--269). Many 
other ouch petitions are recorded . 

.. In presenting an argument for the existence of a more advanced form of land 
tenure in Mexico than that of the ClJI, .. Ui, I have departed from the conclusion 
reached by Bandelier in his study of tbe methods of land tenure among the ancient 
Mexicans. 1 believe, however, that the authorities cited by Bandelier himself 
establish the fact that the distribution of land was neither so equal nor upon so 
democratic a basis as he conceived it to have been and that the organization of 
society in general. in the later years of the Aotec period, was not so free from undem­
ocratic features as he believed. I may call attention more particularly to the diffi­
culty he finds in explaining the holdings of the "nobles" (of>. <it., p. 413, note 56; 
p. 421, note 79; p. 4.7. notes 99 and 100). He himself can but admit that the 
relationship between tbe mayetll'U and the f>iI/6l/i is Btut "somewhat obscure' and 
confused in some points." Absorbed in tbe effort to show the similarity that existed 
between the ancient Mexican institutions and those of the Indian tribes in otber 
parts of the North AmeriC'an mntinent, he apparently failed to observe the gradual 
transformation that had been taking place, more especia\ly after the Aotec tribe 
started on ils series of mnquests. The change that was being wrougbt by the 
pretensions of the Aotecs bas not, however, escaped the notice of other modem 
ethnologists. Almost aU Mexican writers on the ancient organization of the Indians 
(naturally approaching the subject with a rather intimate understanding of native 
cuatoms) agree in the view that whatever democracy had existed in pre-Aztec 
times was rapidly giving way before the ambitions of tbe tribe from Tenochtitlin. 
Many foreign students hold the same opinion. Waterman (of>. <il., p. 274), szys: 

(""'" ..... 11 on .. .,,, f>Gg.) 
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and the still more ancient mayeque holdings, only slightly modi­
fied by the introduction of European ideas. In both cases we find 
a primary and secondary tenure clearly marked. But in pre­
Conquest days the tenure of the tenant was probably more firmly 
established than now, since it was then less far removed from the 
original period when the land had been held by the individual as 
an allotment from the community. Yet, today, the terms upon 
which the land is held, the obligations assumed by the patron, 
the duties of the tenant, as well as the form and character of the 
rent paid, are almost the same on many haciendas as were those 
preVailing in Aztec times. The hacienda is the legitimate suc­
cessor of the large holdings in aboriginal Mexico. 

The innovations in the ancient land system introduced by the 
Aztecs and other conquerors were undermining, but had not 
destroyed, the communal method of holding lands. The propor­
tion of territory occupied by the tenanted estates was probably 
small as compared with that held by the calpuUi, while the 
tribute districts were only beginning to take on the character of 
landed property. The landholding village certainly remained the 
dominant unit in the agrarian system of central Mexico. It con­
tinued to be so for many years after the Spanish conquest, both 

COII"n .... ''''" of foolnok 30. 
"The Aztec war-chief was probably well started on the road to becoming a king 
but had not yet arrived." Morgan (0'. cil .• p. 534) admits that "the aristocratic 
element in society began to manifest itself in feeble forms among the chiefs, civil 
and military." John Fiske (0'. til., Vol. I. p. lI8) thinks there bad been taken "a 
decided step toward kingship of the ancient type as depicted in the Homeric 
poems." M. H. Saville (in notes to the "Narrative of Some Things of New Spain 
••• Written by the Anonymous Conqueror," New York, 1917, p. 86) says that 
"to give a man vassals was to make him the feudal lord of one or more vi11ages. 
Many writers bave denied the existence of the feudal system in Mexico, but it 
seems probable that it existed, though it may not have been hereditary." Paul 
Radin (The Sources and Authenticity of the History of the Ancient Mexicans. 
U,,; •• of California Pubis. in Am .... Archaeologll aM Elhnologll. Vol. 17. Berkeley. 
1920. pp. 147-148) affirms the growth of monarchical tendenciea in the times 
of the last Aztec rulers. as he doe. also the division of the Mexican people into 
sharply separated e1asses, which apparently marked the complete departure of 
the Mexicans from their primitive aocia1 democracy. H. J. Spinden (Ancient 
Civilisations of Mexico and Central America. New York. 1917. p. 185) says "the 
evidenoe that aristocracies existed is too strong to be overthrown.' There seems 
to be little reason for doubt that. in late Aztec: times. the distribution of the land 
was unequal and that. alSociated with this economic inequality, there existed also 
.ocial and political inequlaity. where the conquering Aatecs had gained control. 
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in the parts of the country which had not yet been appropriated 
by the whites and, particularly, in the more distant or more 
mountainous regions where the whites seldom penetrated. 
Some of the Indian pueblos still to be found in out-of-the-way 
sections of Mexico are the direct successors of the calpulli of 
ancient times. 

INDIAN TOWNS REORGANIZED UPON A SPANISH BASIS 

Most of the landholding pueblos of present-day Mexico c;>we 
,their continued existence to the recognition (tacit or expressed) 
extended to them by the Spanish crown after the overthrow of 
the government of Montezuma. With its customary willingness 
to adapt their new political organization to the ideas and prac­
tices of the more advanced native peoples, the Spanish govern­
ment recognized the collective system of landholding which had 
prevailed among the agricultural Indians of Mexico, modified it 
slightly to make it conform more nearly to Castilian institu­
tions, and gave it a legal status by the enactment of appropriate 
legislation. 

I t has already been pointed out that, while many of the Indian 
villages had been included in the encomiendas given to Spanish 
settlers, there were many others which remained independent. 
The latter were treated as direct vassals of the crown, and the 
tribute which they had formerly paid to Montezuma and his 
associates went to the king of Spain. Consequently, it was to the 
interest of the king to see that these pueblos were protected from 
the constant pressure of their European neighbors. The'decrees 
issued regarding the lands of Indians arose ,partly from the desire 
to protect existing towns from encroachments by the Spaniards 
and partly from the necessity of providing land for the hitherto 
migratory tribes which were now being gathered into settle­
ments.1I In 1567 the Marques de Falces, third viceroy of New 

II During the administration of the finlt viceroy. Antonio de Mendoza (1535-
1550), the king had ordered that aU Indians who lived scattered about the country 
should be gathered together in tOWDl which should be established for them, The 
proc:esa was Blow, and much other legislation was added to the original decree 
(" Recopilaci6n.· Book VI. Ch. 3), 
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Spain, issued an ordinance the substance of which was later 
incorporated in cedulas relJ.les, providing that each Indian town, 
old or new, should be assured sufficient lands for the maintenance 
of its inhabitants. Each settlement was to have, in the first 
place, an ample town site, or lundo legal, as it was called, which 
was to measure at least 600 lIaras in each direction from the door 
of the church.1I2 This was supposed to provide sufficient space 
for the construction of all necessary dwellings. Beyond this, 
according to the ddula real of December 10, 1573, there was to 
be kept an ejido measuring in all one square league.38 This allow­
ance for ejido and lundo legal was a minimum. The viceroy was 
instructed to see that more was given if necessary-in fact, as 
much as the Indians required for their proper maintenance. The 
ejido included within its bounds the agricultural plots of the in­
habitants, the common wood lots, and the pasture land for the 
cattle of the village. These were all inalienable and were to be 
administered by the town council. The local governing body was 
recognized by the Spanish authorities; in fact, its members repre­
sented the inhabitants in any dealings with the government, 
collecting the tribute and, in the name of the town, paying this 
to the king's agent. Thus the communal system of pre-Conquest 
days was carried forward into the period of Spanish domination 
and was recognized and protected by the laws, becoming, indeed, 
an integral part of the Mexican colonial land system. In this 
disposition of the town lands we may observe a transformation of 
the ejido, which, from being a relatively small unoccupied space 
at the entrance to the village, had become, in Mexico, the wide 
area that includes all of the communal lands of the town. It is, 
in reality, the altepetlaUi of pre-Conquest days, modified some-

It So the original ordinance had been worded. Later the king ordered that these 
600 oar/l.$ should be measured from the last house in the town. thus giving the 
inhabitants additional land. In 1695 the first method was restored. in response to 
a protest made by Spanish settlers. 

II F. F. de la Maza. op. cil., pp. 25-30. In YucatAn and Sonora, in the settled 
parts of which the raiofall i. so slight as to require larger areas for agriculture or 
pasture. the tjido was to contain four square leagues instead of one. 

A Spanish league is approximately three mi.les.. 



COLLECTIVE HOLDINGS 125 

what by new conditions and by contact with European civiliza­
tion, rather than the ejido as still preserved in the towns of Spain 
and among a few of the villages or cities of some Spanish­
American countries." 

Unfortunately many of the Indian settlements did not take 
advantage of the opportunities offered to obtain formal recog­
nition of their holdings in conformity with Spanish law.1i Some 
of them were too remote from contact with Spanish officials to 
make any attempt toward reforming their land system;· some 
were not yet sufficiently advanced in culture to appreciate the 
need of proper titles for their holdings. These unrecognized 
towns or loosely organized settlements continued to occupy their 
lands (when not absorbed into Spanish properties) during the 
colonial period and after the establishment of the republic. In 
fact, many such settlements exist today under the names of 
congregaciones, rancherJas, barrios, or fJecindarios rurales, holding 
their lands collectively and allotting them to members of the 
village, without titles of any kind save the rights established by 
occupancy or the testimony of chiefs and neighbors. Except in 
the less developed sections of the coastal lands, particularly in 
the state of Veracruz and among the more inaccessible moun­
tains, there are thought to be few such landholding communities, 
since they have been able to offer less resistance to the encroach­
ments of the whites and the mestizos than those villages which 
obtained documented titles to their possessions.-

.. In Quito, where life in many .... peets follows the simple ways of sttteentb­
century Spain, the public park and recreation ground at the entrance of the city is 
.tiIl commonly .pokeD of sa the ejidD. EveD in Mexico City the plaza where tbe 
new legislative palace is being built is BOmetimeo spoken of, or was until recently, 
sa tbe Plaza del Eiido. 

• The viceroy Revilla Gigedo in his Informe to his successor (dated June 30. 
1794) BaYS that few Indian pueblos had takeD advantage of the offer to bave their 
land. confirmed; during his administratiQD, 1789-1794, Dot a dozen had applied to 
him ([nstrua:i6n reoervada que eJ conde de Revilla Gigedo di6 a su sucesor en el 
mando sobft el gobiemo de este continente ...• Mexico, J831, p. 102). 

• Molina Enriquez, ",. eiI., PPo ns-ng. Tbe CensUl of 1910 giveo 946 eon", ... 
,tui6oou in Veracruz alone, and Fernando Gonz3Jez Roa (E1 aspecto agrario de Ia 
Revn1uci6D Mexicana, Mexico, 1919, Po 241) reports that 937 pueblos in Ouaca 
retoin their lands. According to the CensUl of 1900 there were 2,082 full!! organ­
ized IDdian communities in the entire country. 
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PUEBLO VERSUS HACIENDA 

During the entire history of Mexico since the Conquest the 
pueblo as a landholding unit has played an important role. 
This is true more particularly of the Indian pueblo, which has 
always been obstinate in its adhesion to the collective method of 
tenure and in its resistance to private encroachment and to 
official attempts to break up this time-honored system of the 
aborigines. Thus the pueblo may be regarded as the rival of 
the hacienda and, to a lesser extent, of the rancho. In the 
struggle for supremacy the hacienda and the rancho have gen­
erally won. There has been a constant tendency to absorb whole 
pueblos into the great farms or to consolidate their fragments 
to form a modern rancho. Just as in earlier times some of the 
individual towns became, first, tribute districts, then, mayeque 
estates; so, after the Conquest, the encomiendas were gradually 
transformed into private holdings tenanted by peons. Further­
more, many farms extended their bounds, by fair means and 
foul, to include neighboring agricultural villages. More fre­
quently still, the hacienda acquired the lands of the villages, 
leaving their former holders to live as before but employing them 
as hired laborers, more or less in subjection to the landowner. 
Thus the communal holdings gradually decreased in extent. 

The encroachment, however, was not entirely on the side of 
the hacienda. Many of the landholding towns were aggressive. 
With the "insatiable hunger for the land" which has characterized 
the Mexican Indians from time immemorial, they took advantage 
of opportunities to occupy parts of the great farms near them. 
Whether from a sense of having been robbed of their inheritance 
or from the same motive that prompted the Spaniard to extend 
his holdings, they often sought means of seizing upon bits of the 
white man's farm. In this attempt the towns frequently had the 
support of the Spanish authorities-at least of the king. One of 
the commonest ways in which appropriation was effected 
was to take advantage of the Spanish laws regulating the forma­
tion of independent villages. In order to encourage the creation 
of free towns, with their communal lands administered by the 
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village council and paying a tribute directly to the king, a royal 
ddula provided that a town might be organized at any place 
where a sufficient number of people were settled. This privilege 
might be exercised even though the site of the town should be on 
private property. A town so founded enjoyed fuil rights to apply 
to the viceroy for a confirmation of its organization and for a 
grant of land, including the 600 varas to constitute itsfundo legal, 
a square league for its ejido, and whatever other common lands 
were required for the comfortable subsistence of its people. 
This right was not infrequently exercised, to the great annoyance 
of landholders whose property was confiscated in order to pro­
vide lands for the newly formed pueblo.sf One result of this 
practice was that the large landholders felt obliged to limit the 
popUlation on their farms, lest those who. worked there as peons 
should claim their right of forming an independent town at the 
expense of the estate. The privilege was sometimes abused, land 
being obtained from an hacienda without a town being formed.ss 

BLENDING OF SPANISH AND INDIAN VILLAGES 

While the Mexican pueblo of today is the direct successor of 
the ancient Aztec town, one important modification was intro­
duced into its organization as the result of the Spanish conquest: 
the kinship bond which was the basis of the Indian village has 
almost, if not entirely, disappeared. It has been pointed out 
that, even before the Spanish conquest, the calpulli was appar­
ently becoming a place unit. This change was accelerated by 
the confusion that resulted from the presence of the Spaniards 
and from the system of enforced service in the armies, in the 
encomiendas, in the cities, and, above all, in the mines. The 

17 Tbe titles to the Hacienda de Santa Anna Atoyasa!co. already referred to. 
record an unsuCClesaful attempt on the part of the Indians (1720) to obtain land 
for the formation of a pueblo. 

g Fraudsco Pimentel: La economia politica aplicada , Ia propiedad territorial 
en Mmco. Mexico. 1866. p. 56. . . 

It is said tbat in 1810 the Indiana wbo lived in tbe pueblo of San Andres. province 
of Chalco. obtained lands for their village by tbis mea.DB-Iands wbich tbey tbem­
selves bad sold to au /uu<ltdGdo some years before in order that. with the funds 
they migbt build tbe village church. 
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introduction of foreign diseases and the great epidemics which 
followed also aided in the destruction of the ancient order. It is 
probable, moreover, that the reduction of Indian settlements to 
organized pueblos was attended by a disregard of kinship ties. 
Many calpulli were thus completely exterminated, while the 
Indians who survived were often scattered far from their original 
homes.19 Furthermore, the civil organization, which in the 
Aztec pueblos had been based upon kinship, did not long sur­
vive the Conquest. The caciques and the calpixquis (tribute 
collectors) were gradually replaced by individuals who owed 
their appointment either to the encomenderos or to the crown 
officials. These new officers oftentimes were maceguales or, 
worse still, the servants (Moors or negroes) of the Spaniards. 
The authority of the caciques was thus undermined, if not 
destroyed; they themselves were left without resources; and the 
kinship groups were disrupted. The maceguales, in spite of 
their attachment to the lands where their ancestors had lived, 
began to move from place to place to escape the cruelty of 
the Spaniards, to avoid the extortions practiced by the newly 
constituted authorities, or in resentment at the added burdens 
imposed by their own chieftains. It ultimately became necessary 
for the Spanish crown to legislate against their continual migra­
tions.-

Because of these various influences the villages soon came to 
lose their former character as groups of closely related families, 
and as a result mere residence served to establish among them 
the right to hold a share of the village lands. If blood relation­
ship still exists as the basis of such communal privileges, it is 
very obscure and any such influence is but dimly discerned by 
an outsider. A lJecino at present is but a member of one of the 

II The town of Xochimileo claimed that of the 3.000 warriOlS which they had 
supplied for the ezpedition undertaken by Cortes into Pinueo and for a similar 
expedition made by Alvarado into Honduras and Guatemala. not one had returned 
(Colecci6n de documentoa inMitoa. Vol. r3. pp. 19,3-'\14) • 

.. See "Recopilaci6n," Book VI, Ch. 3, Laws r&-r90 See also "Co1ecci6n de docu­
mentoa inMitoa." Vol. 4, p. 440 If., where Martin Cart&. states (r563) that the 
Indians move from plsce to place, abandoning their puebloa on the least grievance 
received at the hands of their chieftains. See also Zorita, ..,. <i/., pp. 9$-96,l»-roo. 
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established families that reside in the town. Apparently the 
clan and the clan names have disappeared entirely, although 
50me diligent student may yet be able to find vestiges of these 
kinship terms in local pueblo organizations.41 

The modifications introduced into the organization of the 
Indian towns by Spanish legislation, by the gradual breaking 
up of the kinship groups, and by the progressive mingling of the 
two races brought about a close resemblance between t·.1e 
Indian pueblos and the towns which the conquerors had founded. 
At the same time, the latter organizations, in adapting them­
selves to the peculiar conditions of the country, approximated 
more and more closely to the native villages about them. Thus 
there was developed a type peculiar to the country, neither 
Indian nor Spanish, but a combination of the two, the Mexican 
pueblo of today. In regions where the aboriginal influence was 
strong the Indian features prevailed, while in districts settled 
after the Conquest by Europeans or mestizos the characteris­
ties of the Spanish towns were better preserved. Most of the 
latter, as we shall see, have now lost their agrarian character, 
50 that to speak of the landholding pueblos of Mexico today 
is almost equivalent to saying pueblos de Indios, since the mestizo 
towns that still hold lands are far more Indian than Spanish in 
racial character, whatever their origin may have been. 

ABoUTlON OF CoMMUNAL HOLDINGS 

Until the middle of the nineteenth century the landholding 
pueblo.JVllS one of the principal features of the agrarian system of 
Mexico. Its death knell was 50unded by the Refonna. This 
movement attempted to solve the age-long problem of unequal 
distribution of the land by breaking up the estates held in mort­
main by the clergy, by the colonization of public lands in small 
lots, and by reducing the communal lands of the villages to allo­
dial lands. It was the Reforma constitution, adopted under the 

.. I am iDdiDed to believe that traces of sum tiushipe may be found in aome of 
the __ I Man! of rival factioDa in aome viIIagos that may ba"" bad their origia 
in • diwnity of _try amoag the early iDbabitaats. Ia Peru and Bolivia tbere 
...., atiJl .... tiaaI of the ancient Jines tbat divided _ into difierent family croups. 
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leadership of Juarez in 1857, that instituted the allotment in 
severalty of all communal property. The law of desamortizaci6n, 
passed in 1856, had contained a clause exempting from its pro­
visions the ejidos and other lands destined exclusively to the 
public use of the pueblos. Consequently these common lands 
were not affected by that measure. But, when the new constitu­
tion was adopted in 1857, no such exemption was included, and 
it was provided by that document, as we have seen, that no 
civil nor ecclesiastical body should acquire or administer any 
other property than the buildings devoted exclusively to the 
purpose~ for which that body existed. All communal property 
was to. be granted in severalty to the individuals holding the 
respective plots. 

It is of some importance to examine the number, character, 
and distribution of the pueblos which would be affected by this 
legislation. A careful estimate based upon various official counts 
showed that, in 18m, there existed in the entire country 4,682 
pueblos and 95 villas.42 Table I shows the numberand distribution 
of these villas and pueblos. 

a Fernando Navarro y Noriega, Memoria sabre la poblaci6n del reino de Nueva 
Es!ml!a, Bol. So •. .u Geo". :lI Esladisli<a .u la R',K6Ii", Mezi"' ..... Ser. 2. Vol. 1. 
1869.· pp. 281-291; reference on pp. 290-'91. 

The term IliUm was generally applied to towns founded by the Spaniards; , ... 611 
to Indian settlements. 
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TABLE I-DISTRIBUTION AND NUMBER OF "VILLAS· AND PuEBLOS IN 1810 

REGION VILLAS PUEBLOS TOTAL 
------

I nlendencitJ,s 
Mexico . IS 1.228 1.243 
Guadalajara 7 3-26 333 
Puebla I 764 765 
Veracruz S 147 IS2 
Merida (Yucatan) 2 276 278 
Oaxaca 5 928 933 
Guanajuato 4 62 66 
Valladolid (Michoacan) 3 309 312 
San Luis Potosi 2 49 SI 
Zacatecas 2 28 _3D 
Gobierno de Tlaxcala .. no no 

P'OfJincias Inlcmas de O,iente 
Gobierno del Nuevo Reino de Le6n . 4 16 20 
Gobierno del Nuevo Santander. 18 n 29 
Gobierno de Coahuila . 7 7 14 
Gobierno de Texas I- 2 3 

P,OfJincitJ,s l111er1las de Occidenle 

Durango 8 168 176 
Arizpe (Sonora) 7 138 14S 
Nuevo Mexico 3 109 n2 

Cali/ol'1lias 
Gobierno de Ia Antigua 6 Baja California .. 2 2 

Gobierno de Ia Nueva 6 Alta California I 2- 3 ------
Total 9S 4.682 4.777 

At the time of the Reforma the number of pueblos had not 
greatly changed. Official statistics give the total in 1854 as 
4.709. with 193 villas and 119 congregaciones. making the total 
of such agrarian corporations 5.021 in the entire country. 
distributed by states and territories as shown in Table II.0 

.. A noIe. del Mi",sIeT;" de Fommlo. Vol. I. 1854. Mexico. 
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TABLE II-DISTRIBUTION AND NUMBER OF AGRARIAN CORPORATIONS 
IN 1854 

CONGRE-
STATE VILLAS PUEBLOS GACIONES TOTAL 

Aguascalientes . ... 6 . .. 6 
Coahuila 6 ... 7 13 
Chiapas 7 98 ... 105 
Chihuahua 18 136 ... 154 
Durango 4 17 41 62 
Guanajuato 4 62 ... 66 
Guerrero 2 325 ... 327 
Jalisco 26 258 17 301 
Mexico IS 1,181 ... 1,196 
Michoacan 5 258 ... 263 
NuevoLe6n. 29 4 ... 33 
Oaxaca 2 821 ... 823 
Puebla 4 627 ... 631 
Queretaro . 5 36 II 52 

San Luis Potosi { data } I lacking I ... 
Sinaloa 3 68 ... 71 
Sonora 10 87 ... 97 
Tabasco 13 35 ... 48 
Tamaulipas 4 25 ... 29 
Veracruz 7 141 35 183 
Yucatan 7 252 ... 259 
Zacatecas 12 35 I 48 
Distrito Federal I 50 ... 51 
Baja California ... 10 ... 10 
Colima I 13 7 21 
Tehuantepec 5 53 ... 58 
Tlaxcala ... 109 ... 109 
Isla del Carmen 2 2 ... 4 

Total. 193 4,709 II9 5,021 

A comparison of these figures with the preceding table is 
difficult and unsatisfactory, because of changes which had been 
made in the political units. However, little or no change in the 
number of towns is to be observed in political divisions such as 
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Tlaxcala, Guanajuato, and Veracruz, where the boundaries had 
remained about as they were at the earlier date. It may, there­
fore, be inferred that the number of rural centers had neither 
increased nor decreased to any marked degree in the parts of the 
country which had been densely populated in 1810. It would 
follow, therefore, that the additional towns appearing in the 
later return must have been situated, for the most part, upon the 
northern plains, along the west slope, and upon the Gulf Coast. 
The entire number of towns in these regions was little over 1,000, 

while those situated within the old Indian areas constituted 
nearly four-fifths of the total number. Most of these villas, 
pueblos, and congregaciones were agricultural towns," and their 
ejidos, containing the common lands and the cultivated plots 
assigned to individuals, probably averaged not less than one 
square league each, making the aggregate of the area thus held 
about 45,000 square miles. 

It was these communal holdings that the Reforma govern­
ment proposed to break up, transforming into individual pro­
prietors all those who had held allotments from the pueblos 
and distributing the lands that had been retained for common 
uses among the inhabitants of the towns. The consequences of 
the legislation were evidently unforeseen. President Juarez 
(himself an Indian) and the men who framed the Constitution 
of 1857 were sincere friends of the aborigines. Their object was 
not to despoil but rather to stimulate and even force the eco­
nomic development of the large Indian element in the nation by 
removing it from the lethargic atmosphere of communal life and 
by offering the incentive of individual proprietorship. These 
leaders hoped, also, to counterbalance the power of the large 
landholders by creating a middle class composed of small farmers 
-a development which they believed essential, if they were to 
create a true democracy in place of the oligarchy which had 
hitherto dominated Mexico." 

The operation of the measure accomplished this twofold aim 
only to a limited extent. Among the towns of mestizos where 

.t See Justo Sierra: Juarez, IU obra, yau tiempo, Mexico, 1905-e6, pp. 143-152. 
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Spanish ideas dominated there was a ready response to the 
reform. In many cases the holders of allotments from such towns 
had already, in fact, if not in name, become actual owners of 
their lands. "Each inhabitant," says a statistical report on 
Sonora and Sinaloa in 1849, "cultivates a piece of land which in 
times past belonged to the municipality but which they have 
been acquiring gradually either as their own or in permanent 
usufruct." 46 To these people the reform measure meant but a 
confirmation of titles to lands which they had long held prac­
tically as their own. Individual property was no novelty to 
them, and they responded readily to the process of transforma­
tion of the town holdings into allodial holdings. We have already 
seen that the towns from whose lands ranchos had been created 
were situated chiefly in sections of the country settled after the 
Conquest and consequently occupied by mestizos. 

Some of the Indian towns responded in like fashion to the 
reform; but, in general, it was opposed by most of the Indian 
pueblos and even in the mestizo towns where the Indian influ­
ence was still strong. Unaccustomed to any other system than 
their ancient communalism and unable to understand the sig­
nificance of the attempted measures, they made every effort to 
oppose or evade the execution of the law. If forced to comply 
With its provisions, they either evaded its intent by accepting 
disentail of the communal holdings and immediately afterwards 
transferring their deeds to a trusted member of the community; 
or, when government officials arrived to carry out the distribution 
of their holdings, they rose in arms and submitted only when 
overcome by troops. 

Unfortunately, even where carried out, the reform measures 
did not usually accomplish their purpose of bringing the Indian 
into economic conditions more favorable for his development. 
Failing to understand the significance of the change or unable to 

• rise to the plane of individual proprietorship, the inhabitants of 
many towns lost their holdings almost as soon as they received 

•• Jose Agustin de Escudero: Notlcias estadlsticas de Sonora y Sinaloa. Mexico. 
x849. p. 38. 
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them. Some became the prey of unscrupulous speculators; 
others found themselves unable to weather a bad year and were 
obliged to part with their allotments for a mere fraction of the 
real value; while, too often, the documents for their allotments 
never reached the Indians at all but remained in the hands of 
some corrupt official or some dishonest neighbor who soon 
claimed and obtained the land.411 Thus many agricultural pueblos 
were left with nothing save the ground occupied by their houses 
(the lundo legal). 

As a result of these various influences the landholding pueblos 
have greatly decreased in numbers since the middle of the last 
century and have lost much of their importance in the agrarian 
system of Mexico. As we have seen, however, they still survive 
in certain out-of-the-way parts of the country where the Indian 
influence has remained strong. This is noticeable in the secluded 
parts of the Mesa Central (Fig. 25) and of the Mesa del Sur. In 
the states of Oaxaca, Guerrero, Jalisco, Veracruz, Tlaxcala, and 
parts of Puebla the landholding pueblos are not at all uncom­
mon. In some of these places they still retain the name of 
barrios, given by the Spal)iards in translation of the Mexican 
term calpulli, and the place names on the maps are about equally 
divided among haciendas, ranchos, pueblos, and barrios. 

At present it is not improbable that the pueblo may regain 
OiOmething of its former importance. There is a widespread 
recognition of the fact that, in spite of the good intentions of 

.. The numerous circulars sent out by the government regarding the distribution 
of the town lands throw much light on the abuses which were committed. These 
circulars are published in Labutida·. work (L. G. Labastida: Colecci6n de leyes, 
decret08. reglament08 . . . relativos 6. la desamortizaci6n de los bienea de cor­
poracione8ci.vilesyreligiosaa •.• ,Mexico, 1893). 

The story told me by an American misoionary who had lived among the Indians 
of Guerrero i. probably typical of the attitude of the Indians in a multitude of 
caaes. Some Indiana who belonged to his church had sold their newly acquired titles 
to a neighboring hacienda owner. Little realizing what the transaction signified. 
they had continued to cultivate their fieldo as formerly. When the new owner 
finally refused to allow them to plant their corn on the Jando and when they found 
that the political authorities gave them no redress. they took matters into their 
own hand. and one night dispatched the new owner with their mache,... Jailed 
for a time, but finally released, they returned to their little Presbyterian chapel 
and. led by one of their Dumber t an officer in the church. sang BOOgs of praise 
for the sucoeso of their venture and for their deliverance from the oppresoor. 
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the Reforma administration, the law providing for the reduction 
of communal to allodial property has not had the desired result. 
Without question, this distribution of lands has been one of the 
great causes contributing to the accumulation of land in large 
estate!' and the impoverishment of the small agriculturists. 
The government which has been established as an outcome of 
the ten years' revolution is now attempting to undo some of this 
harm and is restoring to many of the towns the ejidos which 
they had lost and making grants to others where there is evi­
dent need of agricultural lands for the inhabitants. The ex­
pressed intention of the government is not to reconstitute the 
pueblos as communal landholders in perpetuity but only to 
allow a collective use of the land until a suitable plan can be 
perfected for allotting the lands in severalty in such a form as to 
protect their holders. It will, doubtless, be many years before 
the Indians will be ready for such a step, and the pueblo may 
be expected to take its place as one of the principal features of 
the land system in Mexico. 

THE PLACE OF PUEBLO HOLDINGS IN THE NATIONAL LIFE 

Something has already been said of the importance of the 
village in relation to the distribution of the population of Mexico, 
but certain points should be emphasized. The vast majority 
of the rural population, which itself constitutes 78 per cent 
of the total, lives in settlements of 4,000 inhabitants or less. It 
is easy to see, then, that so long as the pueblos held land they 
represented the most important element of the agricultural 
population. Actually, they produced relatively little for general 
consumption, but, by supplying the food and the necessities for 
their own inhabitants, they sustained the greater part of the 
population of the country. With the conversion of communal 
property into individual holdings, however, a large part of the 
contribution formerly made by the pueblos had to b~ made by the 
ranchos. However, in the distinctively Indian districts, where 
the communal system is still retained, the products of the pueblo 
lands are the main dependence of the inhabitants. 
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The pueblos have also played an important rille in the economic 
life of the nation, as the main source of supply of free agricultural 
labor. The peons on the haciendas do not generally suffice for the 
urgent demands of the harvest season; and their work must be 
supplemented by that of laborers hired from the adjacent villages 
or ranchos. Since the abolition of communal holdings employ­
ment on the haciendas has often become the most important, if 
not the only, means of support for most of the inhabitants of the 
pueblos. Many 1Iaa1ulados have recruited laborers from this 
free but needy population of the pueblos for permanent service 
upon their farms. By transferring them and their families 
from village to estate and retaining them as acasillados (housed 
tenants), they have changed the status of the laborer from that 
of a free, village agriculturist to that of a debt-bound peon. 
On the other hand, since the loss of their communal holdings, 
many of these villagers have become renters of land. Some of 
them, in fact, remain upon the plots of ground which they had 
formerly cultivated as holdings of the commune, paying rent to 
the new owner. Others obtain a piece of land from a neighbor­
ing hacienda or rancho for cultivation. 

Socia1ly and politically the communal landholders have 
played a very inconspicuous part in the life of the nation as a 
whole. They have formed what may be regarded as a sub­
merged class. Taking little interest in anything beyond their 
own community and content to cultivate their patches of land 
by obsolete methods, they have contributed little to the progress 
of the country. The communal organization has, it is true, 
provided for the simple needs of its members, enabling them to 
subsist in.a degree of comfort and independence; but it has 
offered little incentive to the individual to better his condition. 
Thougb nominally free citizens of the republic, with rights equal 
to those of any white man, the Indians and mestizos of the 
pueblo communities seldom take any part in the political life 
of the nation. 

There is one sphere, however, in which the political rille played 
by the pueblo has been of great significance. This is in the local 
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government of the individual towns. Incapable, apparently, of 
grasping the idea of the larger national unit, the inhabitant of 
the Mexican village has always been jealous of his rights in the 
management of town affairs. In fact, however we may seek to 
account for it, the local government of the pueblo in Mexico is 
a striking example of successful, if not extremely efficient democ­
racy. This is the more striking when contrasted with the con­
stant turmoil that has marked the life of the nation. It is true 
that the affairs of the town are often dominated by a single indi­
vidual, the local cacique or principal citizen, but it is also true 
that this leader knows the bounds of his authority and is re­
strained from overstepping them by well-established custom 
which he seldom dares to violate. While, to outward appear­
ance, the "rule of this individual is a form of tyranny and while 
the direct use of suffrage is seldom resorted to, the local govern­
ment of a Mexican pueblo is quite completely in the hands of the 
people themselves, and the will of the inhabitants generally 
controls the action of their leaders. Although true democracy 
has never yet existed in the affairs of the nation at large, it is 
well preserved in local matters, and, when the day comes that 
these villagers can grasp the concept of a larger political unit, 
it will find them well schooled in the practice of self-government. 
The obstacles to that wider outlook are primarily physical and 
lie in the character of the country, with its habitable re&ions 
widely separated by formidable natural barriers which have 
restricted contact between the various districts. While fostering 
self-sufficiency in local affairs, these natural obstacles have tended 
to develop an extreme sectionalism that has made the welding 
of the country into one nation as yet impossible. When these 
geographical obstacles shall have been overcome, as they are 
being overcome, in part, by the construction of roads and rail~ 
roads, Mexico will find in the pueblos one of the greatest strong­
holds of a democratic state. 



CHAPTER VI 

DISTRIBUTION OF RURAL HOLDINGS AMONG THE 
PEOPLE OF MEXICO 

Having considered the different forms of .Iandholding in Mex­
ico, we may now turn to inquire how the land is actually dis­
tributed among the people who use it or, rather, how it was dis­
tributed in 1910, the last y~r for which statistics are available 
and since which time the entire land system has been in a state of 
transition. This examination will give an idea of the conditions 
which prevailed at the end of the Qf$!.~ ~egime-conditions which 
were, in large measure, responsible for the ten years' revolution. 
For this purpose certain states maybe selected as representative 
of several natural regions of the country, viz. the Mesa 
Central, the Mesa del Sur, the lowlands of the Gulf Coast, the 
slopes of the plateau, the semi-arid plains of the north, and the 
still more arid west coast. 

Of these various regions the most important is, as has been 
pointed out earlier, the Mesa Central: The states of Mexico, 
Michoa.can, and Aguascalientes, though presenting a variety of 
physical conditions, will serve as representatives of this general 
division.1 

THE STATE OF MEXICO 

The state of Mexico lies almost entirely on the high plateau 
and offers agricultural and agrarian conditions that are typical 

1 The data for thla 8tudy are taken from the Censua of 1910 (Tercer censo de 
poblaci6n de Joa Estadoa Unid08 Mexicanos verilicado eJ '7 de Octubre de 19'0, 
3 vola .• Direcci6n de Estadlstica, Secretarfa de AgricuJtura y F omento, Mexico, 
1918-20; referencee in Vol. I. Ch. If Section 12, and Vol. 2, Ch. 2: also, for 
number of ranchos and haciendas, the pamphlets on each state entitled "Divisi6n 
territorial de loa Estadoo Unid08 Mexicano formada por Ia Direcci6n General de 
Estadlstica," Secretarla de Fomento, Colonizaci6n e Industria lor, de Agricultura 
y Fomento) Mexico, 19' .... '8) and from 1. R. Southworth: EI directorio oliclal 
de las minaa y haciendas de M9ico, M9ico. 1910. The latter is the only publication 
where it has been poeaib1e to find even apprOKimate ligures for the area of baciendas 
In Mexico at the present time. 
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of the Mesa Central. The tillable lands are situated chiefly on 
the alluvial soils of the Valleys of Mexico and Toluca and upon 
the bordering piedmont slopes. Com, pulque, beans, and wheat 
are the principal crops. The state has an area of 2,390,<)00 hec­
tares (9,230 square miles) and a rural population of 831,347, 
which is 84.0 per cent of the total population of the state.2 

Landed property is distributed as follows: 

Farms of 50,000 hectares or more . • . . . . 2 

Farms of 25,000 hectares but less than 50.000 0 

Farms of 10,000 hectares but less than 25.000 8 
Farms of 5,000 hectares but less than 10.000 7 
Farms of 1,000 hectares but less than 5.000 47 

Total . . . . . . • • • . • • . . 64 

Of these holdings the largest contains 98,248 hectares, and the 
second in size, 64,192 hectares. The total number of farms \\ith 
more than 1,000 hectares is 64, and the entire area covered by 
them is 457,272 hectares. According to the census, there are 396 
haciendas in all; hence most of them must be under 1,000 h~ 
tares. In the state there are also i~ ranchos, bringing the total 
number of rural owners of property up to 8:;6. It 1Jl'Ould thus 
appear that there are about 165,4131 heads of families who own no 
land. It should be noted, however, that there are 620 pueblos in 
the state, with a population of 672,804. representing some 135,000 
heads of families. Some of these towns still hold lands in com­
mon. If we reduce the total of the landless by one-third to 
account for these communal holders (which would appear to be a 
very liberal allowance), we should still have over 100,000 heads 
of families entirely without land, as against the 856 proprietors 
who hold all the land that is owned by indi"iduals. 

MICHOAciN 

Michoacan is one of the foremost agricultural states in the 
republic and may be taken as typical of the \\"estern districts of 

• Tbe CeDsua of 1910 classes aD tbe people inhabiting towns of 40000 __ tioa 
or Ie ... as rural. 

• Taking tbe total Dumber as 166.269, a IiguJe arriwd at by diYidiDc '31.347 
(tbe rural population as giftll abo"..,) by 6_ It is bdieYed that this ~~ts 
an approzimately conec:t estimate. 



FIG. 26-Large estates on alluvial deposits bordering Lake Patzcuaro in the southern part of the Mesa Cf'ntrai .. 



FIG. 27-The Valley of Morelos in the southern escarpment of the Mexican plateau seen from Cuernavaca, the outskirts of 
which are visible In the foreground. 
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the Mesa Central. Its surface is composed chiefly of hills and 
valleys, but, about Lakes Chapala and Patzcuaro (Fig. 26), 
there are a few high plains, which are part of or adjoin the exten­
sive baj£o of the Santiago-Lerma basin. It is in this northern 
part that the most productive lands are situated, the southern 
and western parts being quite undeveloped. Parts of the high­
lands are irrigable, and the hills eveiywhere receive some 
moisture from the clouds that frequently form about them. 
Upon the volcanic soil that covers most of the hills and in the 
higher parts of the alluvial valleys that descend southward toward 
the basin of the Rfo de las Balsas the usual plateau crops are 
cultivated. Corn and wheat predoIninate, the production of the 
latter being restricted in general to the haciendas. 

The rural population is given as 828,947; this represents 83.6 
per cent of the total number of inhabitants of the state and 
includes, as estimated, 165,789 heads of faInilies. Of this number 

• there are 4,138 rancheros and 380 hacendados, making a total of 
4,518 rural property holders and leaving over 160,000 heads of 
families without land. If, in this case, we deduct one-third of 
the number to allow for an uncertain number of heads of faInilies 
who may enjoy use of communal holdings among the 239 towns, 
there would still be left over 100,000 who have no share in the 
land of the state. In contrast with this numerous class of 
landless families, there are the following large haciendas: 

Farms of 100.000 hectares or more . . . . . . 
Farms of 50,000 hectares but less than 100,000 

Farms of 25,000 hectares but less than 50,000 

Farms of 10,000 hectares but less than 25,000 

Farms of 5,000 hectares but leas than 10,000 

Farms of 1.000 hectares but less than 5,000 

Total 

2 

10 

5 
I2 

24 
49 

102 

The total area of these 102 estates amounts to 1,635,253 hec­
tares, giving an average of 16,032 hectares for each. The two 
largest contain 145,739 and 100,000 hectares respectively. With 
such ineqUality in the distribution of the land and with such a 
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large class of entirely landless agriculturists, it is little wonder 
that there has been a marked emigration from the state. 

AGUASCALIENTES 

The state of Aguascalientes represents the drier sections of the 
Mesa Central, having a yearly rainfall (Fig. 2) of 20 to 30 inches 
(almost entirely in the summer). Its farms produce the usual 
crops of the plateau-com, beans, wheat, red pepper, barley, and 
potatoes. In the central and western parts streams carry enough 
water for irrigation, the rest of the state being dependent chiefly 
upon rains. 

Of the total population of 120,511, 70,507, or 58.5 per cent, is 
classed as rural. Property is divided as follows: 

Farms of 25,000 hectares or more . • . . . . 
Farms of 10,000 hectares but less than 25,000 

Farms of 5,000 hectares but less than 10,000 

Farms of 1,000 hectares but less than 5,000 

Total ........•..... 

3 
19 

8 

31 

These 31 haciendas contain 436,000 hectares, the largest hav­
ing 40,000 and the smallest 3,000. The average for the 31 is 
14,065. Besides these large farms there are 474, mostly ranchos, 
under 1,000 hectares, but no detailed statistics are available as 
to their size. Of the 70,507 rural inhabitants, with some 14,100 
heads of families, there are but 505 property owners. To this 
number may be added perhaps 2,000 holders of communal lands 
in the I villa, 4 pueblos, and 41 congregaciones of the state, leav­
ing, however, about I 1,500 heads of families that own no land. 

MORELOS 

Turning now to the slopes of the central plateau, where, as we 
have seen, there is less land that is suitable for agriculture, we 
may take the state of Morelos as representing the better-watered 
lands of the eastern and southern slopes (Fig. 27), while Colima 
will serve as a type of the drier western descent. 

Although its valleys are wider than those on the Gulfward side 
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and its rainfall not so heavy, the small state of Morelos is typical 
of the liemJ templada of the middle altitudes. It is, in fact, the 
only state that lies entirely upon the slopes, Veracruz, San Luis 
Potosi, and Hidalgo all containing parts either of the plateau or 
of the coastal plain. The total area of Morelos is 491,000 hec­
tares. Of this extent, 224,349 hectares are included in haciendas 
and ranchos. The remainder of the area (and, indeed, a consider­
able part of that included in these properties) is rough and almost 
useless land, since the state contains a series of ridges entirely 
unfit for agriculture of any kind and of little value even for 
pasture. It has been estimated' that not over IO per cent of the 
surface of the state is arable. The distribution of the land is as 
follows: 

Farms of 25,000 hectares or more . . . . . . 
Farms of 10,000 but less than 25,000 hectares 
Farms of 5,000 but less than 10,000 hectares 
Farms of 1,000 but less than 5,000 hectares 
Farms of 100 but less than 1,000 hectares 

Total •.•........... 

3 
6 
I 

I2 

19 

41 

The total area of these 41 farms is 222,249 hectares. There are 
also (according to Southworth) 68 farms under 100 hectares, 
whose total area is 2,100 hectares. 

It is of interest to note that the aggregate extent of the three 
largest haciendas (31,077; 29,480; and 38,697, respectively) is 
99,254 hectares, nearly 1,000 square kilometers, or more than 
45 times as much as the 68 small farms added together. Each 
of these three large estates contains more than three times as 
much land as the sum total of the 87 farms which measure less 
than 1,000 hectares each. Moreover, two of the largest haciendas, 
Santa Clara and Santa Anna, belong to one owner, making a total 
area in his possession of 68,177 hectares (170,442 acres, or over 
266 square miles), which is more than seven times the area rov­
ered by the 87 farms under 1,000 hectares each. In Morelos 
the large estates not only contain most of the land, they also 

• Fnmcisc:o BuIDes: The Whole Truth About MeJda>, New York. 1916, p. 88, 
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hold the best of it. They occupy the fertile alluvial deposits 
in the valleys which can be irrigated-the sugar lands-while 
the small holdings are situated chiefly upon the less productive 
and almost sterile slopes of the various ridges. 

The rural population of the state numbers 139,467, this being 
77.7 per cent of the total. Of this number about 28,000 are 
heads of families, and, among these, not more than 140 are 
individual property holders (Table IV, p. 78; Table IV,-p~ 98). 
There are also very few communal holdings, as Morelos is one 
of the regions where the hacienda system has been most fully 
developed. The heads of families who own no land are peons 
upon the sugar estates, either acasillados or hired for the harvest 
season. A small number rent pieces of land from the haciendas. 

In spite of the serious social and political effects inevitable in 
such an unequal distribution of the land, it is unlikely that suc­
cessful cultivation of sugar cane could be carried on with small 
holdings. Certainly either state aid or co-operative organization 
on a large scale would be necessary to supplement the resources 
of the individual in the construction of irrigation works and in 
providing machinery for the milling of the crop. Much of the 
land belonging to the haciendas, occupied provisionally by the 
peons duririg the revolution, is being planted in corn instead of 
sugar cane, and a large part of the state would probably revert 
to corn cultivation if distributed in small holdings. Thus a 
change of tenure would, in all probability, entail a change in the 
products of the farms, and the hacienda crops would give way 
to those typical of the small holdings. 

COLIMA 

Colima is representative of the more arid western slope of the 
plateau, in the central part of Mexico. I ts territory has a warmer 
climate and a lighter rainfall than that of the highlands. Scarcity 
of water renders much of its surface unfit for agriculture or 
even for cattle raising. The population depends upon the 
products of the few fertile valleys where irrigation is possible and 
where corn, sugar cane, rice, and beans are the principal crops, 
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and upon its herds of cattle that graze on the dry interfluvial 
spaces. The total area of the state is 588,700 hectares. Of this 
area, 3!'4,<)oo hectares are included in 43 haciendas:1i 29 of these 
are over 1,000 hectares and altogether contain 348,950 hectares; 
the other 14 average but 425 hectares each. The rural population 
comprises 67.6 per cent of the total and numbers 52,556. There 
are therefore 10,511 heads of families. Only 334 of these have 
any rural property, leaving some 10,177 entirely without land. 
The 13 pueblos in the state may account for a few communal 
holders, but certainly very few, since this is not a region where 
Indian communities flourish. The larger number of the property 
holders is accounted for by the 294 ranchos enumerated in the 
census. 

OAXACA 

The state of Oaxaca may be taken as typical of the country 
in the Mesa del Sur. It is principally hill country, with few 
large valleys. The rainfall is light in most parts but generally 
sufficient for the cultivation of corn. Wheat, sugar cane,and rice, 
when cultivated, usually require irrigation. They form only a 
small proportion of the product of the state, corn being the great 
staple crop. The Census of 1910 gives the number of haciendas 

. as 117; Southworth lists 120. The distribution of the land is 
as follows: 

Farms of 50,000 hectares or more . 
Farms of 25.000 hectares but Ieaa than 50,000 

Farms of 10.000 hectares but leaa than 25,000 

Farms of 5,000 hectares but Ieaa than 10.000 

Farms of 1,000 hectares but Ieaa than 5,000 

Total ............. . 

2 

6 
10 

12 

58 

88 

The area of these 88 largest haciendas is given as 769,048 
hectares; one of them contains 77,500 hectares and another, 
50,908. There are listed in the census 382 ranchos, making a 
total of 499 individual properties. On the other hand, the rural 

• The Cenaua iii".. 40 bacienda8; Southworth giVeB 43. AI a matter of fact there 
are only 211 dilIerent OWDeIIIliated by Soutbworth. lOme individuala holding several 
propettis. 
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population numbers 901,442 (86.7 per cent of the total), with 
180,288 heads of families. Of these, then, there were 179,789 
without individual property. Conditions in Oaxaca are rendered 
less serious than in other states by the fact that many of the 
pueblos have retained their communal holdings. But even with 
allowance for this, the vast majority of the rural inhabitants have 
no land which they can work or upon which they can live as 
their own. They have no other lot open to them than to live as 
peons upon an hacienda, or as hired laborers maintaining their 
families upon meager wages, or as renters under the conditions 
described in preceding pages. 

VERACRUZ 

As representative of the moist tierra caliente along the Gulf 
we may take the state of Veracruz, most of which lies within 
this warm lowland zone. As a whole this large state is sparsely 
populated, its density per square kilometer being only IS, as 
compared with 46 ill Tlaxcala, 32 in Puebla, and 41 in the 

.state of Mexico. Its rural population is 887,369 (78.3 per cent 
of the total) and varies greatly in density. Thus there are 
from 30 to 40 persons per square kilometer in the most thickly 
settled regions, such as C6rdoba, Orizaba, and Coatepec, but . 
only from 3 to 4 per square kilometer in the hot, forested regions 
of Minatitlan, Acayucan, and Cosamaloapan in the south 
(Fig. 5). The average rural density for the whole state is 12 
per square kilometer. 

The principal agricultural products of Veracruz are corn, 
coffee, sugar, and rice. In the northern lowlands and on the lower 
slopes large numbers of cattle are raised. The forests of the south 
have been little exploited as yet but are rich in cedar, pine, oak, 
and mahogany. A number of the properties in the north are of 
great value for the petroleum deposits that the subsoil contains.' 

'The Mexican Constitution of 1917 declares that petroleum deposits are (as 
metallic minerals have always been considered in Spanish law) the property of the 
state and do not go with ownership of the surface. Foreign investors who had 
bought oil lands before this position waa definitely taken by the Mexican govern­
ment have protested to their home governments against the retroactive application 
of this legislation, and the question is still in debate. 



FIG. 28---:-Taviche. one of the few districts in the Oaxaca plateau that are adapted to agriculture. 
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As would be expected in a territory so sparsely populated and 
having such large areas covered with- timber or grass, Veracruz 
contains many extensive properties. The following table shows 
the number of these large estates: 

Farml of 50,000 hectares or more . . . . . 7 
Farme of 25,000 hectares but le88 than 50,000 6 
Farma of 10,000 hectares but leBB than 25,000 52 
Farme of 5,000 hectares but le9S than 10,000 71 
Farma of 1,000 hectares but leBB than 5,000 257 

Total • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 393 

The total area of these 393 large haciendas amounts to 2,622,-

073 hectares. The Census of 1910 lists only 153 haciendas but 
gives the number of ranchos as 1,801, apparently including in this 
latter number most of these properties under 5,000 hectares. This 
gives a total of .,954 property holders in the entire state. To 
this number should be added those who possess shares in the 
946 congregaciones and 166 pueblos. Even if we allow a third of 
the rural heads of families (59,158) for thil! number (a very gen­
erous allowance), it still leaves approximately 116,000 of the 
rural families entirely without lands of their own or shares in 
communal holdings, while among the hacendatlos there are 65 per­
sons who hold estates each of which measures 10,000 hectares 
or over. 

SINALOA 

In direct contrast with the moist, hot lands of the Gulf Coast 
are the states of Sinaloa and Sonora and the territory of Baja 
California. In these states, which constitute most completely 
the desert region of Mexico, successful agriculture can be 
carried on only by means of irrigation and so must be limited to 
the valleys of rivers, such as the Sinaloa, Fuerte, Yaqui, Mayo, 
Sonora, and Altar. -

Sinaloa, the most favored of these three districts, since it lies 
Car enough to the south to receive some of the rains enjoyed by 
the better-watered Nayarit region, has an area of 7,138,000 hec­
tares. Much of this land, however, is unfit for agriculture. The 
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narrow, sandy, and excessively hot coastal belt is given over 
largely to groves of palm, mango, poplar, and brazilwood; the 
middle slopes are covered with a scant forest of cedar, oak, and 
other timber: the cold summits of the mountains, still largely 
unexplored, are left to the great pine forests that extend over into 
Durango. The haciendas and ranchos of the river valleys produce 
corn, wheat, cotton, sugar cane, and tobacco, as well as a great 
variety of tropical fruits. 

The rural population of 278,423, or 86.0 per cent of the total, is 
composed chiefly of mestizos, there being few Indians in the state 
save the scattered tribes high up an the mountains. \Vith some 
~5,685 heads of families in this rural population, there are but 
37 haciendas and 2,914 ranchos, making a total of 2,951 rural 
proprietors and leaving about 52,734 without holdings of their 
own. Even among the inhabitants of the 107 pueblos there are 
probably very few who have access now to communal lands. 
According to the statistics available, there were in the state, in 
1910, the following large farms, including haciendas and large 
ranchos (omitting the distrito of Mazatlfm): . 

Farms of 50,000 hectares or more • • . . • 
Farms of 25,000 hectares but less than 50,000 

Farms of 10,000 hectares but less than 25,000 

Farms of 5,000 hectares but less than 10,000 

Farms of 1,000 hectares but less than 5,000 

Total ..•••.••••.• 

o 
5 

30 
41 

llIg 

265 

The total area of these 265 farms was 1,337,337 hectares, 
making an average of 5,046 hectares each. Much of the land in­
cluded in these areas, of course, is of little or no value and is left 
entirely waste. A part would never be of any value as agricultural 
holdings, large or small, while other parcels would afford sub­
sistence for a few families if worked with as great care as is 
usually given to the small plots held as individual possessions. 

SoNORA 

Sonora is largely desert or would be so but for irrigation. Even 
the light precipitation enjoyed by the other western states of 



DlSTRIBUTIO~ OF RURAL HOLDINGS 149 

Mexico is lacking over most of its surface, almost the entire state 
having less than 10 inches of rainfall annually (Fig. 2). Conse­
quently here, too, all agriculture, save the primitive dry farming . 
of certain Indian tribes, is limited to the areas to which water 
can be carried from the several rivers that cross the state. A 
natural consequence is that, while there exist a few vast holdings, 
such as the hacienda of San Rafael del Alarnito, which contains 
BOrne 120,000 hectares, and extensive concessions acquired from 
public lands, the greater part of the properties that are actually 
cultivated are relatively small. According to Southworth there 
were 77 properties that measured over 1,000 hectares in extent. 
These were divided as follows: 

Farms of 50.000 hectares or more • • • • • • 
Farms of 25.000 hectares but Iesa tban 50.000 
Farms of 10.000 hectares but Iesa tban 25.000 
Farms of 5.000 hectares but less tban 10.000 
Farms of 1,000 bectaree but less tban 5,000 

Total ..••.•.•••..•• 

2 

4 
13 
57 

77 

To this we should add several large concessions resulting from 
the survey of public lands, as follows: 

To one individual (in several coru:essions) 
To another individual 
To another individual 
To another individual . . . . . . . • . 

Add the total area 01 the 77 large estates 

MatiD& the total area in the hands 01 81 owners 

1,796,437 bectares 
208,507 bectares 
U3,981 bectaree 

20,284 bectares 

2,139,209 bectares 
485,765 bectares 

2,6240974 bectares 

On the other hand, there were 310 haciendas in the state (most 
of them under 1,000 hectares) and 1,286 ranchos, most of them 
quite smaIl. In addition to the haciendas and ranchos mentioned 
there are 279 lahores (smaIl, incompletely organized fooldings) 
and 398 amgregaciones, mosdy of the Mayo, Yaqui, Pima, and 
Opata Indians who inhabit the districts of Alamos, Guaymas, 
Arizpe, and MagdaIena. These amgregacitmes probably represent 
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several thousand holders of communal 'lands. Thus the state 
contains a few very large holdings, and a relatively large number 
of small properties, corresponding respectively to the great areas 
of almost complete desert and the productive irrigated lands 
along the rivers. 

The rural population is 219,563, being 82.7 per cent of the total 
in the state. With some 43,913 heads of families among this 
rural population, there are but 1,875 who were proprietors in 
1910, with perhaps some 10,000 holders of communal lands, 
leaving 0VU' 32,000 landless families. 

BAJA CALIFORNIA 

Geographical conditions in Baja California resemble those of 
Sonora. The peninsula is largely desert, although in the northern 
district there are some good pasture lands and the summit of 
the central mountain range is covered with a growth of pines 
extending some ISO miles from north to south. The peninsula is 
composed largely of rough mountain lands, highly dissected by 
the occasional rains that occur, and there are a few deep, narrow 
vaUeys where water is available for irrigation and where com, 
wheat, sugar cane, cotton, and a variety of fruits and vegetables 
are grown. In the northeastern comer of the territory a smaU 
section of the fertile alluvial bed of the Colorado offers soil 
similar to that of the Imperial Valley across the border. Irriga­
tion is being extended over these lands. 

This territory offers the best illustration of the results obtained 
by the public-land policy adopted during the administration of 
President Dlaz, as it also shows the fruits of the Reforma legisla­
tion in the relatively large number of small holdings. The popu­
lation had always been exceedingly sparse, and the land long 
remained almost entirely undeveloped save in a few of the oases 
found along the river beds. The few settlements established in 
the peninsula up to 1854 consisted of 10 pueblos (chieflyagricul­
tural towns), 23 ranchos, and 42 haciendas.? Under the legislation 

'A .... ". d,z Millislcrio '" F01MfIIo, Vol. I, Mexico, 18S40 
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permitting the survey and delimitation of public lands almost 
the entire territory passed into the hands of land companies, in 
very extensive concessions. I Although the ostensible purpose of 
such concessions was the colonization of these undeveloped lands, 
little actual settlement took place. By 19IO there was little 
land left in the peninsula which had not been included in these 
grants (Fig. 30), and the number of proprietors was insignificant 
as compared with the size of the territory. According to the 
census of that year there were but I I haciendas, instead of the 
42 listed in 1854. There were, however, 1,096 ranchos, and 
probably some of the properties formerly classed as haciendas 
were included in this number. Southworth lists 77 properties 
of 1,000 hectares or more, distributed as follows: 

Farme of 50.000 hectares or more . . . . . . 
Farme of 25.000 hectares hut Ie ... than 50.000 

Farms of 10.000 hectares hut Ie... than 25.000 

Farms of 5.000 hectares but Ie ... than 10.000 

Farms of 1.000 hectares but Ie... than 5.000 

Total ............. . 

o 
o 

77 

To these we should add the large concessions mentioned, con­
sisting of four grants of, respectively, 5,394,989 hectares. 
2,488,315 hectares, 1.496,455 hectares, and 702,268 hectares 
(Fig. 30). 

The rural population in 1910 was 46,736 (or 89.4 per cent of the 
total) and represented some 9,347 heads of families. Since, 
including these four large landholders, there were but 1,111 

property owners, this would leave about 8,236 heads of families 
who owned no land. The 28 pueblos and· 6 congregac;ion.s 
may reduce this by a few hundred, but, even though the pro­
portion of proprietors is relatively large as compared with 
other parts of Mexico, a large number of the rural population 
remains which has no share in the ownership of the soil. 

• See Charles Nordhoff: PeniD8Ular California. New York. 1888. This is a 
d...,.;ption of the lerritory and aD """"UDt of the conc:essioDS whieb were made 
to .. me of the land companieL 
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·!'AfJIF1: 

Scal. of miles 
, , I!JO ,. 

l«,.".",tlH'8 Tofrl/ .... fl'f!Jfls 
(u._tVw.) 

H Lui4 Hullrr ¥ c.. 53H!/89 

B A,Bull. 702268 
F F1Dr'M# Hale )' Ca, 496455 .. 
C 01/,_ (lIeD<o) t_ c.,_ 2488315 

G So~t""""'eo 2098975 

Fig. 3<>-Map sbowing tbe lall'e land grants in tbe territory of Baja California. 
Scale, 1:10,000,000. (From map entitled "Baja California: Terrenos des1indados 
por empresas autorizadas por d Gobierno," 1:2.000.000, Direcci6n Agraria. Secre 
tar/a de Fomento, [Mexi,,?I, 11113.) 



DISTRIBUTION OF RURAL HOLDINGS 153 

GENER.AL EsTIMATE OF NUMBER. OF LANDHOLDERS 

That the states examined are not exceptional in the distribution 
of the land among the people but are typical of the situation ex­
isting in the entire country is brought out by Table I (p. 154).' 

From the facts regarding the individual states studied and 
from the data included in Table I it is evident that in none of the 
varied natural regions of the country is there anything like an 
equal distribution of the land among the rural inhabitants. 
Whether we consider the well-favored sections of the Mesa Cen­
tral and its eastern and southern slopes, the heavily forested, wet 
tropical lands of the Gulf Coast, the arid western and north­
western littoral, or the scantily watered plains of the north, we 
find everywhere great accumulations of land in a few extensive 
hGldings, a very limited number of small farms, and an uncertain, 
though reduced, amount of collectively held property. In all 
sections the perceQ.@g~ of landless.,inhabitants is exceedingly 
high. 

The development of the system of extensive holdings and this 
unequal distribution of the land among the inhabitants can hardly 
be ascribed to the peculiar character of any particular region, 
since it prevails throughout the country. It would seem to be 
due, rather, to more general causes. In a measure it may be 
regarded as a response to the influence of the tropics, where the 

" white man has generally found manual labor impossible. Again, 
, the aridity prevailing in most parts of Mexico has made agricul­
'ture difficult except through the initial investment of large capi­
tal. The presence of a backward race, attached to the soil and 
dependent upon its cultivation, has been an important co-()perat­
ing factor. These influences have favored the establishment and 

• The number of individual property holdelll is obtained by adding the number 
of ranchoa and the number of haciendas as given In the Census of 1910. The heads 
of families 8re reckoned as one In five of the rural population. If the number of 
agricultu.riata as given in the Census be taken as a basis for calculation, the per­
centage of the landless is .till higher. Tbio is probably because DlaIlY ehlldren 8ft 
classed as agriculturists. No figure. can be given for the number of pelllOns who 
share communal holding.. In the .tates of tbe center and south. In which the 
Indians 8ft numerous. the percentage of the totally Iandl... might be reduced 
conliderably; In other etates very littie. 
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TABLE I-GENERAL STATISTICS OF LANDHOLDINGS IN 1910 

PERCENTAGE PERCENTAGE 
PER HEADS PROP- OF HEADS OF OF HEADS OF 

RURAL 
CENT OF ERTY FAMILIES FAMILIES STATE POPU-

OF FAMI- HOLD- WHO OWN WHOHOLDNO 
LATION 

TOTAL LIES ERS INDIVIDUAL INDIVIDUAL 
PROPERTY PROPERTY 

-----
Aguascalientes 70.507 58.5 14.iol 50S 03·6 96·4 
Baja California 46.736 89·4 9.347 1,111 1I.8 88.2 
Campeche 63.351 73.1 12.670 297 02·3 97·7 
Coahuila 239.736 66.2 47.947 1.1I0 02·3 97·7 
Colima 52.556 67·6 10.51I 334 03·1 96.9 
Chiapas 361.246 82·3 72.249 2.91I 04·0 96.0 
Chihuahua 315.329 77-7 63.066 2.883 04·5 95·5 
Durango 407.577 84·4 81.515 2.681 03·2 96.8 
Guanajuato 776.443 71.7 155.289 4.533 02·9 97·1 
Guerrero 545.1 83 91·7 109.037 1.712 01·5 9 8.5 
Hidalgo 590.796 91.4 1I8.159 1.645 01.3 98.7 
Jalisco 932.235 77·1 186.447 7.296 03.8 96.2 
Mexico 831.347 84·0 166.269 856 00·5 99·5 
Michoacan 828.947 83·6 165.789 4.518 02·7 97·3 
Morelos 139.467 77-7 27.893 140 00·5 99·5 
NuevoLe6n 263.603 72.2 52.721 2.893 05·4 94.6 
Oaxaca 901.442 86.7 180.288 499 00.2 99·8 
Puebla 896.618 81·4 179.324 1.259 00·7 99·3 
Queretaro 200,211 81.8 40.042 650 01.6 98.4 
Quintana Roo 9.109 100.0 1.822 27 01·4 98.6 
San Luis Potosi 488.894 77·9 97.179 1.745 01.8 98.2 
Sinaloa 278.423 86.0 55.685 2.951 05·3 94·7 
Sonora 219.563 82·7 43.913 1.875 04·2 95·8 
Tabasco 175.247 93·4 35.049 1.707 04·8 95·2 
Tamaulipas 198.770 79.6 39.754 3.079 07·7 9 2.3 
Tepic(Nayarit) 139.273 81·4 . 27.855 1.712 06.0 94·0 
Tlaxcala 157.IIO 85·3 31.422 224 00·7 99·3 
Veracruz 887.369 78·3 177.474 1.954 01.1 98·9 
Yucatan 249.061 73·3 49.812 1.806 03·6 96.4 
Zacatecas 406.214 85·1 81.243 1.535 01·9 98.1 
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maintenance of the system of latiJundia which was introduced 
into the American colonies from sixteenth-century Spain, whereby 
possession of the soil has been monopo1ized by a small number of 

'proprietors while the great majority of the population are left 
'entirely without land. 

The existence or a large landless class has characterized Mexico 
since the time of the Spanish conquest. The aborigines, little 
accustomed to individual ownership of land, were unable to 
retain their holdings when confronted by representatives of a 
higher civilization. Their village properties were gradually ab­
sorbed in large tracts by the whites, and they themselves were 

, obliged to remain as serfs upon the estates of others or to live as 
agricultural laborers without lands of their own. This process of 
dislodging the aboriginal owners, which had continued uninter­
rupted during the three centuries of Spanish administration, was 
accelerated, after the middle of the nineteenth century, by the 
breaking up of the agrarian communities. Thus a large part of 
the Indian population, numbering some 5,000,000 persons, has 
been left without agricultural holdings. 

In this condition the m~tizos, particularly those with a large 
proportion of native blood, have generally shared the lot of the 
Indian. Many of them are inhabitants of towns which have 
lost their former collective holdings and in which the flecinos (as 
these villagers are styled in Mexico) have been compelled to rent 
land from the adjacent haciendas or to hire themselves out as 
laborers upon these farms. Others are employed as mayordomos 
on the large estates, as herdsmen attached to the cattle ranches, 
or as mechanics about the farm shops. Although independence 
from Spain greatly ameliorated their former condition and the 
agrarian program of the Reforma gave ran<;.h.ps to a great num­
ber, the failure to divide most of the confiscated properties left 
the great majority of the mestizos as landless as before. 

By 1910 the rural inhabitants of Mexico who held no individual 
property were probably more numerous than-they had been at 
any previous time in the history of the country. Thus, in this 
important respect and in spite of the marked material develop-
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ment of the country, Mexico was in a worse condition than she 
had ever been even during the most stationary periods of the 
Spanish domination. 

With such an unequal distribution of the land and with so 
large a proportion of the rural population entirely without a 
proprietor's natural interest in the preservation of order, force 
alone could be relied upon in Mexico to maintain the existing in­
stitutions. Even the iron hand of a dictator and the drastic 
methods of the rurales could only postpone the day of reckoning. 
The first sign of weakening on the part of the established author­
ity could but result in chaos. Writing in II}09, Senor Molina 
Enriquez, after stating that the Reforma had sought to achieve in 

,Mexico what the French Revolution had accomplished in that 
: country-the creation of a large class of small proprietors­
.proceeded to remark: "To which we add that the Revolution in 
France not only disentailed the lands of the clergy but also of 
the nobility. Such an achievement we should like to see in the 
cereal zone of Mexico, and it is necessary that it should be 
brought about; and it will be, either by the peaceful measures 
which we suggest or by a revolution which sooner or later must 
come." 10 Agrarian reform was inevitable. 

ID Andres Molina Enriquez: Los grand .. problemas nacionales. Mexico. 1909. 

P·I24· 



CHAPTER VII 

THE AGRARIAN REVOLUTION 

Though agrarian reform was not the principal aim set forth 
by Madero when he launched the revolution that overthrew 
the Dfaz r~gime, it was the most fundamental part of his pro­
gram. It was, in fact, this that made the greatest appeal to the 
mass of the people in Mexico. Of "effective suffrage and no 
re-election" the peon and the village agriculturist knew little 
and cared less; but the cry of "lands for the people" awakened a 
ready response. Many knew what the phrase meant, for only 
recently had they lost their independent holdings, the plots 
which their ancestors had cultivated, or the ejidos where the 
free villagers had· worked and played together. Others knew 
little of what it meant to have a plot of soil which they might call 
their own and remembered only in a vague way that it was a 
dream long cherished by the grandfather or the grandmother, who 
could remember .• time when their families had not been indebteq 
bondsmen. But once the call to retrieve the lost privileges of the 
past had been boldly sounded and once the promise had been 
made that the people should have the land, the revolution 
became no ordinary political disturbance. It stirred the rural 
population to its very depths and roused the abject peons to 
fight against the masters before whom, ordinarily, they had 
stood with head uncovered and downcast eyes, as Cort~ had 
seen the common men of Montezuma's time stand before their 
king. Even the faithful old house servants who had loved and 
cared for the patr6n's family now thought of all the wrongs 
that they had suffered and joined the reckless younger lot in 
open rebellion or a sullen obedience that foreboded ill to the 
system that the master represented. 

All may not agree that the problem of the land lay so deep 
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about the roots of the revolution; but few, of whatever political 
creed, will disagree with the statement that the agrarian system 
was responsible for the conditions which made the upheaval 
possible. The situation would have been different if Mexico 
had had a great number of small proprietors, with a proprietor's 
devotion to law and order, and if the Dlaz administration had 
not countenanced the despoiling of many small holders, who, 
notwithstanding the irregularity of their legal claims to the land,. 
were justified in expecting the full protection to which, as the 
rightful owners, they were entitled. Furthermore, the revolu­
tion would have been impossible but for the vast army of Indians 
and mestizos who had neither soil, crops, houses, nor cattle that 
would suffer in the turmoil and who welcomed the chance to 
gain plunder or perhaps a confiscated hacienda by rousing the 
other landless hordes against the government that made such 
conditions possible. The revolution was against Dlaz; Diaz had 
created this situation (or permitted it); and one of the principal 
faults of his regime had been its treatment of the land problem. 
The author of one of the many Mexican works upon this subject 
says that, in 1911, when the rebellion was just beginning to offer 
serious threat, General Diaz himself admitted in conversation 
that the agrarian situation was the cause that lay back of the 
entire revolution and that he was ready to spend all the accumu­
lated funds of the treasury in an effort to remedy conditions.! 
But it was then too late. The agrarian re'lDlution.was on, and 
Dlaz had lost the chance to carry forward the program of land 
reform which he had inherited from Benito Juarez. 

As the revolution continued, its program became more clearly 
defined. In outward appearance it had been largely political at 
the beginning. Personal ambition, too, at times obscured the 
real aim of the movement. But either the leaders have followed, 
though haltingly, a definite trail, or, more probably, the people 
have forced the movement into a well-defined channel. The one 
important plank in the revolutionary platform at present is 
the reform of the land system. "By the solution of that problem," 

• Zeferino Dominguez: The Trouble in Mexico, D. p., 1914, p.. 15. 
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well-infonned, thoughtful Mexicans assert, "any government in 
Mexico now stands or falls.· 

Again, the term "agrarian revolution" is justified by the results 
being obtained. No other great refonn is being accomplished. 
"Effective suffrage" "no re-election" "Mexico for the Mexicans,D 
and other such slogans are little nearer realization today than 
in the times of Diaz. But land is being given to the people. 
Madero began it, though not in a way to satisfy the impatient 
demands. Villa undertook it as a brigand would divide the booty. 
Zapata, in Morelos, made it his one great aim, though many of 
his half-savage followers seemed bent only upon vandalism. 
Carranza, early in his administration, began the systematic 
distribution of lands among the towns. Luis Cabrera, advocate 
sometimes of far less commendable innovations, set himself 
determinedly to accomplish an agrarian refonn. Pastor Rouaix 
and Villareal have tried, with the poor organization they could 
command, to carry forward the program. De la Huerta, General 
Calles, and Obreg6n include this in all their important declara­
tions of purpose, and under their direction progress has been 
made toward a real agrarian refonn. 

As in the War for Independence and in the nationalization 
of church lands, some properties have merely changed owners. 
In some cases this transference has been irregular-the mere 
occupation of haciendas from which the owners have fled. It is 
but the transfer from a peace-loving Ciendfico to some covetous 
military chieftain of the revolution or to the leader of bandit 
hill-men. In some cases, too, the inhabitants of towns have 
taken possession of hacienda lands, with or without the consent 
of local authorities. 

But there has also been an orderly and systematized distri­
bution of the land with at least a semblance of justice. Leaders 
of the revolutionary regime have decided that Mexico will take 
a long step toward stable government and the general progresS 
of her people when she can create a large class of smaIl proprietors 
and remove the peril of a monopoly of the land. Consequently 
they seek means of securing lands which can be made available 
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for the people and hope to prevent a return to the system of 
large holdings. 

DISTRIBUTION OF LAND UNDER THE PRESENT 

REFORM MEASURES 

Several plans are being followed. In the first place, public 
lands which had been given out to companies or individuals 
in violation of the laws are being reclaimed for the nation, to be 
divided up into small holdings. According to official reports, 
over 15,000,000 hectares had thus been restored to the nation 
up to the end of 1918.1 Again, the government has taken over 
haciendas which had been mortgaged in favor of the agrarian 
credit institution, the Caja de Pr~tamos, established by the 
government a few years before the revolution. Other estates 
have been seized (intervenidos) by the revolutionary govern­
ment on the grounds that the owners were enemies of the country 
and so had forfeited their property. A part of this process has 
been carried out regularly, a part without due legal procedure. 
It is impossible, at present, to know the amount of land so taken 
over. Some of these estates have been divided up, some are held 
for later partition, some are probably still in the hands of individ­
ual military leaders who are profiting by tQe disordered conditions 
that resulted from the civil war. In part, this acquisition of land 
represents no reduction in the size of holdings, being merely a 
transfer from one landlord to another; in part, however, it will 
contribute in a legal way to increase the number of small 
proprietors. 

Something has been done also toward securing land for dis­
tribution among agricultural villa[es_ (Q..ue.!>los, rancherfas, 
congregaciones, communities, etc.) on the old system of communal 
holdings (Figs. 31-33). Carrying out the provision of the decree 
issued by Carranza on January 6, 1915, and the plan established 
in Article 27 of the Constitution of 1917, as regulated by the 
law of ejidos issued December 28, 1920, and the later Regla-

• Bolotl" """lJordi1lGrio de /a Sec •• Ia.", de AgrUtoll ... 1J , FOIfImlo. MeDco. 1919. 
pp. 14 and ISo 
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mento Agrario of April 10. 1922,' many towns have been given 
tiidJls, either those which they had lost in past years, as already 
described, or new lands (Fig. 33). Official publications show 
this work to be going on in a fairly well-ordered way. There 
exists a Comisi6n Nacional Agraria and, in addition, a local 
commission in each state. The state commissions receive 
applications from the pueblos, study them, and forward recom­
mendations to the national commission. This latter body then 
decides on the merits of the case, and, if land is available, those 
villages needing it are supplied. Many towns have had their 
petitions for efolos refused because they were principally com­
mercial or industrial in character and so could show little need 
for agricultural lands. • 

The size of these grants varies according to the number of .the 
purely agricultural population of the town, the character of the 
land, and the amount available. The usual area aimed at for a 
pueblo is the traditional one square league (about 4,387 acres), 
but many towns receive less and a few at least douhle that 
amount. The allotments made to individuals (Fig. 32) from this 
group-holding vary from 3 to 24 hectares, according to the char­
acter of the soil and particularly according to the water supply. 
Lands that can be irrigated by simple processes are given in 
the smallest amounts (3 to 5 hectares) i those in regions of 
scant precipitation are distributed in larger blocks (4 to 6 

• Thr fint.....,ntioaed doc:wneDta may be fOUDd in the ApEadice aI Tomo I'rimero 
(No. 10) dd _ •• Ie eo..;.,;m. Ntuiaul A,.. ...... Mexico, 1918, _ the law 
of oi4Go aDd the IlegJameato Agrario appear in the Di4rio Ofi<Wl of January •• 
1921. aDd April 18, 1922, respectively. 

• In visits made to Dine of tbe state agrarian mmmissioDs it ..... interostiDB to 
..-.... the -m... c:baracIer of the individnals who composed _. Some....., 
&~ IIldicala; _ (perIm.pa a baIf of thoae _t) _ sane, tboagbtfullltu­
dea .. of CIlIIdiw.. in Mexico; otb<n. apia • ....., impradicaJ theorists; _ atiJJ 
_ ....., mere oftic:e..hoIdeJa. little interested in anythiDli but the salary they 
.-.....a. Tbe IDOtboda .. m~ difrered as widely as did the ~nel of the 
commissions. -m... aU the way frum complete neglect to weJ1..ord_ systems 
of maPlliDlli aDd ftRistratiDD. Tbe satisfactoriness of the results obtained wiD 
probably.....,. juat as _tty. euless the federal goverIlIIIIOIlt c:aD aDd does ..... 
that aU _te commissions .... properly CODStitutecl. GovenuneDt regulations pr0-

vide that DO _tiODaI oc local oIIiciaIs abaIl ftCIOift IIBDts of IaDd from these agrarian 
commiosiaDa aDd that DO pelBOD wbase property is JiabIe to be affected by tbe 
acrariaa ............. abaIl be a member of the commission in wbase jwisdictioa the 
property is aituated. 
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hectares); while other lands, especially in very arid regions or 
in very hilly districts may be awarded in lots two or three times 
the size of lots of better character. These amounts are those 

The HaCIenda de TIahuelilpa 
in Hidalgo 
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FIG. 3I-Map of a Mexican hacienda showing portions detached, under the pres­
ent agnuian reform measures, to be assigned as (jidos to adjoining pueblos. Scale, 
I: 250,000. Roman numerals indicate the land already occupied by the pueblos, 
corresponding Arabic numerals the portion of the hacienda assigned to each. 
(From an original man'll'crlpt map furnished by the Comisi6n Nacional Agraria.) 

which are considered i1ecessa,ry to support a family in the very 
poor condition in which the average Mexican laborer lives. The 
land given to these towns is most often taken from adjoining 
haciendas (Fig. 31), sometimes from ranchos, occasionally from 
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another village, at times from public lands. Indemnity is 
usually promised to the owners whose lands are taken, and 
a bond issue of 50,000,000 pesos has been voted to cover this 
cost. There is a marked tendency, however, to question the 
value of such promises. In some cases lands are taken from 
an hacienda and given to a town with no pledge of indemnification 
on the ground that they had been illegally acquired by the 
farm owner at the cost of the village holders. The regulations 

FIG. 32-PJan of an ejiIW as divided into individual portions under the present 
agrarian reform measures. Scale. I: 60.000. This ejiIW was assigned to the pueblo 
of Teaontepec. district of Pachuca. state of Hidalgo (not the same pueblo as that 
shown in the northern part of Fig. 31. wbicb i. in the district of Tula). (From an 
original manuscript map dated May. 1921. furnished by the Comisi6n Naciono.! 
Agraria.) 

adopted for the execution of these agrarian measures provide 
that already existing small properties (under 50 hectares) 
shall not be disturbed, nor shall the parts of larger farms that 
are already under intensive cultivation or planted with fruit, 
coffee, cacao, Auk, or vanilla. 

The village which receives land is required to pay a certain 
percentage of the estimated value upon being put in possession, 
and a fixed sum periodically thereafter. The title is to be held 
in the name of the town and the land is to be administered by a 
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council representing the inhabitants of the place. This council 
will allot to each family, so far as possible, an individual plot 
for cultivation. This field may be held and worked, as in an-

FIG. JJ-5ketch map showing land given to a pueblo as (jido under the present 
agrarian reform measures: Kancab in the municipality of Tekax. Yucatan. Scale. 
1:40.000. (From an original manuscript map dated March. 1919. furnished by 
the Comisi6n Local Agraria of Yucatan.) 

dent Aztec times, but may not be alienated. It is the ex­
pressed intention of the government to distribute these individ­
ual holdings in severalty after a time, but with the proviso that 
none may be alienated until the lapse of a fixed number of years. 
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That portion of the ejido which is unassigned is to be used by 
the inhabitants in common for pasture, wood lots, quarries, etc. 
The thought is that communal holdings in this form will both 
protect the natives from abuse and will gradually develop the 
&ense of proprietorship, when there will be little fear that the 
individual holdings will be lost, as formerly, through ignorance 
or inability to grasp the notion of private landed property. 

Table I shows the number of towns which received these 
ejidos up to July, 1920, and their distribution by states.5 

TABLE I-NUMBER OF PuEBLOS HAVING REcEIVED "E]IDOS' UP TO 

JULY. 1920. IN THE RESPECTIVE STATES 

Aguascalientea Michoacan 10 

Baja California 3 Nayarit. 3 
Campeche 11 Oaxaca 9 
Coahuila • Puebla 52 

Colima 5 Queretaro 3 
ChiaP118 2 San Luis Potosi 4 
Distrito Federal 6 Sinaloa 2 

Durango. ... 8 Sonora 2 

Guanajuato 7 Tlaxcala 25 

Guerrero . 5 Veracruz 27 

Hidalgo 21 Yucatan . 3 
jaliaco • 16 Zacatecas 2 

Mexico 15 
Total 243 

Between December I, 1920, and September I, 1921, 225' 

pueblos were given ejidos by the administration of President 
Obreg6n, as indicated in Table II, and 92 more during thE' 
following fiscal year to September I, 1922.' 

• Compiled from the RnisIIJ Aeri<olo. published by the Direcci6n General de 
Asricultura, Secretaria de Asricultura y Fomento. Meltico. 1917-20. and from 
the BokII. M......." de 10 ComUi6!o Ntui<nt4l A,.. .... i4. 1917-20. 

• -lnfol'lDe Preaid.encial.- in the DiMio Ofidol. September 7. 1921, and 
September 23. 1922. Data are 1acking for the period from Iuly to Decemioer. 
19.0. but it was offidaIly reported that. during July and August of that year. the 
administration of Provisional President de Ia Huerta gave ~;;dos to 40 pueblos 
(DiMio Ofit;iGl. September 3. 1920). Press reporta indicate that since September. 
19' •• there has been an acceleration of the proce6I of land distribution. as much as 
500.000 hectares having been partitioned during a single week in June. accordinc 
to ligures published by the Comisi6n Nacional Agraria (New YOf'lo Ti ...... July 3. 
1923). 
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TABLE II-NUMBER OF PUEBLOS HAVING RECEIVED "EjIDOS' BETWEEN 
DECEMBER I. 1920. AND SEPTEMBER I. 1921 

STATE PUEBLOS HECTARES 

Baja California 5 26.755 
Coahuila . 4 11,028 

Colima 4.080 
Chiapas 4 7.225 
Chihuahua. 2 4.453 
Distrito Federal I 754 
Durango. 8 76.824 
Guerrero. 4 2.483 
Guanajuato 3 II.876 
Hidalgo 35 62.122 
]alisco. 16 27.737 
Mexico 12 II.269 
Michoacan. 10 16.688 
Nayarit 7 28.449 
Oaxaca 6 4.785 
Puebla 32 51.419 
San Luis Potosi 5 21,180 

Sinaloa 16 66.619 
Sonora 6 35.797 
Tabasco 2 1.006 
Tlaxcala . 23 13.780 
Veracruz. I2 18.765 
Yucatan . 6 32.125 
Zacatecas 5 . 18.882 

Total. 225 556•101 

From this table it will be seen that the towns were allowed 
an average of 2,523 hectares each as their ejido. There were said 
to have been some 249,000 persons benefited by the distribution 
of these lands, with an average allowance of about 9 hectares 
per family. From the tables it will also be seen that by far the 
largest number of towns which have received ejidos are sitl,lated 
in the states whose principal agricultural lands lie upon the Mesa 
Central or its slopes. When we remember that the. towns in 
the more recently settled peripheral states were those which 



THE AGRARIAN REVOLUTION 

most readily submitted to the reduction of their communal 
holdings to allodial holdings and now see that few of these towns 
have received them back, it is evident that the Mesa Central, 
with its large Indian population, is the great stronghold of the 
communal system. 

In addition to the means of securing land just. mentioned, 
the government plans to reclaim waste lands (deserts, swamps, 
and shallow lake-bottoms) and to distribute them in small 
holdings, as well as to construct extensive irrigation works in 
order to obtain more land that may be distributed among the 
people. 

RECENT STATE LAWS BEARING ON AGRARIAN 

REFORM 

According to the national constitution adopted in 1917 the 
individual states are empowered to enact agrarian reform legisla­
tion. Political conditions have as yet prevented the carrying 
out of this program on a large scale. However, certain states 
have issued laws looking toward the breaking-up of great 
estates and the creation of a large number 'of small proprietors. 
Several, in fact, had taken such action without waiting for 
national authorization. 

In Michoaclm a law was enacted on March 5, 1920, the prin­
cipal features of which are as follows: All land in the state is 
divided into four classes: (a) irrigated lands;7 (b) unirrigated 
agricultural lands; (e) forests; (d) grass, hilly, or swamp lands. 
No individual or society may hold more than the following: 
(a) of irrigated lands 400-600 hectares; (b) of unirrigated agri­
cultural lands 800-1,200 hectares; (e) of forests 1,200-1,800 

hectares; Cd) of grass, hilly, or swamp lands, 2,4~,600 hec­
tares. All persons who own properties larger than the limit stipu­
lated may select, within a stated time, the portion not exceeding 
those dimensions which they wish to keep, being obliged to offer 
the rest for sale or request the state government to do so. The 

, In this class are included only those lands which are at present under irrigation 
01 which require no machinery to obtain water for irrigation. 
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price is to be the assessed value plus 10 per cent and plus the value 
of any improvements introduced. Purchasers of the lands so sold 
may make the payments in twenty yearly instalments. Trans­
fer. of property and recording it in the state registry shall be 
entirely free of all taxation. No one may purchase irrigated 
or unirrigated agricultural lands greater than the eighth part 
of that allowed the present holders, or forested, hilly, or swamp 
lands greater than the fourth part of that so allowed. 

We have seen (p. 141) that at present 102 owners in Michoacfm 
hold 1,635,253 hectares in estates above 1,000 hectares, averaging 
16,032 hectares each. Even though much of this land is of the 
lower grades, the law would compel a large part of it to be put 
on the market, enough to provide for some 3,000 or more new 
holdings (of the maximum size, or a far larger number of small 
portions). Much of this is capable of being developed as small 
farms, since the summer rains and mists are sufficient over most 
of the state to ensure a crop without irrigation. It will be noted 
that in this law there is no attempt to establish a communal 
system but only to break up the excessively large estates which 
have retarded the economic and social development of the state 
and to create in their stead numerous small, independent farms. 
Owing to the many changes in government, little has been accom­
plished as yet toward carrying out the provisions of this new 
measure. . 

In Zacatecas a first agrarian law was enacted in 1917. As its 
measures proved impracticable, it was repealed on September 16, 
1919, and replaced by another, the principal features of which are 
as follows:8 Lands surrounding centers of population (most of 
which centers are agricultural and so occupy fertile spots in the 
generally arid territory of the state) are to form zones ofJracciona­
miento within which no one may hold more than 2,000 hectares. 
The size of these zones is to vary according to the population of 
the town, being in each case a square of from 8 to 24 kilometers 
on each side. Within this area all excess in properties above 

• Suplemento aI Nfimero •• del P"i6di,o Ofi,ia/ del Gobinno del ESl4do d. 
ZGcatecGI. Sept. 16. 1919. 
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2,000 hectares is to be divided and sold in plots of from 7 to 50 
hectares of temporal (un irrigated farming land) and from 50 to 
500 hectares of pasture la'nd, but only if there are applicants 
for the land. Irrigated land, if under cultivation, need not, be 
divided. In areas outside of the zones of fraccionamiento no 
limit is put to the amount of land that may be held. Arable 
land outside. the zones of fraccionamiento, if left uncultivated for 
five years, may be taken over by the government for partitioning 
among applicants. Terms of payment are about as in Michoac{m. 

Here, too, there is no effort to establish comm~nal holdings. 
The aim is to create some small, some medium-sized, and some 
large properties, varying in size according to the character of the 
land, its use by the owner, and the need on the part of the 
inhabitants. 

In both of these laws we see a full recognition that the size 
of the holdings must depend upon the character of the lands and 
an effort to adapt legislation to the conditions created by that 
factor. 

Another state which has enacted agrarian legislation is Yuca­
tan. Here the old law by which a peon could be held for debt 
was repealed,' land that had been acquired illegally was returned 
to the state, and additional land was bought (forcibly) from the 
large holders to be paid for in 50-year gold bonds bearing 4 per 
cent interest. A plot of 40 acres Was allotted to each head of a 
family, for the first few years provisionally, merely on condition 
of its being worked, but later to be assigned in severalty. It is 
said that of the 50,000 heads of families, 40,000 applied for these 
lands.10 

Durango, Coahuila, San Luis Potosi, Queretaro, and Sonora 
have also enacted legislation along much the same lines as the 

• The national constitution of 191' also makes It unlawful for anyone to be 
held for debt. thus removing the bond that has practically made the peon a slave. 
It _mao too. that thialaw i. actually effective in eradicating the practice. If it 
continues to be BO, that in itself should go a long way toward breaking up the 
laljj."ul .. in Mexico, since the hacienda could Dot exist but for the peon. 

10 "Many Mexican Problema Solved in YucatAn." published by the Latin America 
New. Aoaociation. New York. n. d.; and Salvador Alvarado: The Agrarian Law of 
Yucatin, Merida. 1915. Later adminiatrationa have been less radical, with the 
result that many of the haemdador hav:e regained possession of their estatea. 
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states mentioned, looking toward the creation of small or 
medium-sized holdings, the limitation of large properties, the 
better distribution of the land among the people, and the more 
complete utilization of the arable areas. Moreover, several states 
have distributed lands to the pueblos, either provisionally or in a 
permanent form.ll 

PROPOSED NATIONAL AGRARIAN LAW 

A national agrarian law has been under discussion in the 
Mexican Congress.12 This measure, prepared and submitted 
by the Secretarla de Agricultura y Fomento, provides, not 
for the complete alienation of lands from the haciendas, but for 
the compulsory and permanent renting, at a specified rate, of 
any holdings containing more than a fixed number of hectares. 
The amount of land that may be retained for his own use by the 
owner of a large holding, as well as the size of the plots to be 
rented to individuals, is regulated in accordance with the climate 
of the region in which the property is located, the character of 
the land itself, the supply of water for irrigation, and the use to 
which the land is put. For this purpose the country is divided 
into four sections, the hot, temperate, cold, and desert zones, and 
the land is classed as poor pasture, good pasture, unirrigated 
agricultural land of first and second grades, and irrigated land 
of first and second grades. In addition, the land.s already 
devoted to the production of certain crops, such as sugar cane, 
henequen, coffee, maguey, are grouped in special classes. 

This measure would allow the title to the lands to remain 
with the present owners but would give actual permanent 
possession of portions of the large estates to tenants, thus retain­
ing a form of dual tenure, but with the obligations of the tenant 
limited to a cash payment instead of the giving of service or 
of a share of the crops. It would thus be a step away from the 

11 Informe rendido par el General M. M. Dieguez, Gobernador Constitucional 
de , •• Jalisco. Feb. I. 1919. Guadalajara. pp .• 8-'9. 

Informe que rinde aI H. Congreso del Estado de Sonora el C. Adolfo de la 
Huerta. M&ida de Yucatin. 1917. pp. ". '4. 51. 

uSee TIo6 M.:JCic/lII Review. Jao .• 1921, p. 38. 
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. feudalistic system prevailing at present, in which tenure is bound 
up with service, and would be a marked advance toward the 
formation of an independent agricldturist class, without actually 
establishing the cultivators as proprietors. In this it apparently 
aims, by legislation, to make the development of the agrarian 
system in Mexico follow the course taken by the feudal tenures 
in European countries, where the substitution of money pay­
ment for personal service was the intermediate step betv.'een 
serfdom and the freehold of the cultivator. Since actual posses­
sion of the land rather than property rights is what principally 
concerns most of the people of Mexico, the measure thus far 
meets the demand for the use of the land under improved con­
ditions without resorting to confiscation, or laying the burden 
of indemnification upon the government, or exposing the un­
developed Indian to the dangers of full proprietorship. It thus 
marks a step in advance but presents the difficulty of creating 
a very large class of renters, a class which can hardly be expected 
to contribute greatly either toward increased agricultural pro­
duction or toward the social and political welfare of the country. 

If it should result in tearing the Indian element loose from 
its traditional settled life upon the soil and should create a 
floating population of renters, it would spell disaster to the 
nation, for, thus unattached, the Indians would probably be­
come in the country districts what the zeperos of Mexico's large 
cities are to those urban centers, a plague and a peril to society. 
Mexico's safety depends, in very large measure, upon its suc­
cess in keeping the Indian on the land. 

In these various ways the co-operation of nation and state 
and local unit is being sought in an effort to solve Mexico's age­
long problem of the land. It is still too early to say whether the 
present reform will fully succeed or whether, like the measures 
undertaken by the Spanish crown at various times and the 
more comprehensive scheme initiated by Benito Juarez, this 
new attempt will fail before the opposition of the large land­
holders, who, as a class, desire no modification of the present 
system. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

The facts considered in the foregoing chapters show that the 
Mexican land system is in a state of transition, as is, in truth, the 
entire life of the nation. The growth of population has rendered 

! former methods of using the land inadequate. The construction 
of railroads, the development of commerce, the influx of foreign 
men of enterprise, and the extension of education are changing 
old conditions. Contact with the customs, institutions, and ideas 
prevailing in the United States and other countries, which has 
resulted from increased facilities for travel among the educated 
classes and from the movement of peon I~bor across the Rio 
Grande, is stimulating the mental life of the people. The ease 
of communication and transport render it no longer essential 
that a rural property should be a self-sufficing unit. Improved 
methods of farming and the introduction of machinery make 
a more intensive cultivation possible. The higher wages which 
may be earned in mines, factories, railroads, and shops have 
brought a new spirit of independence to the peon, multiplying 
his wants arid making him dissatisfied with the system which 
attempts to hold him as a poorly paid serf, bound to the soil. 
This condition was accentuated by the rise in the cost of living, 
unaccompanied by a like advance in the wages paid to rural 
labor, and by the extensive seizure of pyeblo lands, which 
deprived many of the rural inhabitants of their independent 
ineans of subsistence. These influences taken together may 
be said to have made the ola institutions of rural Mexico ap­
pear, even to the Mexicans themselves, entirely unsuited to 
the new situation in which the nation finds itself as part of the 
modem world. The country at last is laying aside the outgrown 
habiliments of colonial times. The agrarian system is changing 
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in resJ:onse to this far-reaching metamorphosis that the nation is 
undergoing, and the former characteristic feature of the land 
system, the "!~t estate, now seems doomed to disappear-­
in fact, is disappearing before the combined attack of the 
landless mestizo politician, the equaily landless soldier, the 
social reformer, and the agriculturist Indian. 

Whether the present revolutionary government continues in 
power and persists in its program of land reform, or whether new 
elements (the radical socialists; the reactionary landholders; or 
the no less reactionary Indian sympathizers, some of whom favor 
a reversion to primitive conditions) finally obtain control, it 
seems inevitable that the extremely large holdings will gradually 
disappear from Mexico. A return to the old system is now impos­
sible. 

PROBABLE EFFECT OF THE NEW MEASURES ON 

THE HACIENDA AND RANCHO SYSTEM 

This does not mean that the hacienda will cease to exist, but 
that it will be greatly reduced in size. It may still, however, be 
very far from what is considered a small property in most coun­
tries. In the drier parts of Mexico holdings will always be large. 
Many unproductive mountain districts would also have little 
value if distributed in farms of small size. According to the 
plans expressed in the various agrarian laws, there is usually no 
ban on properties containing less than some 200 t~ 600 hectares 
of irrigated land, 400 to 1,000 hectares of unirrigated arable land, 

, or 500 to 5,000 hectares of grassland or forest. To those familiar 
with the small holdings of France or the diminutive farms in 
irrigated sections of the United States this will seem like scarcely 
a beginning to reduction in the size of agricultural properties. 
Many of the farms in Mexico will still be larger than those in 
most other countries, and far larger than the typical "homestead" 
of the United States. This relatively high limit to the extent of 
haciendas set by the various laws or plans for land reform is in 
part, no doubt, in recognition of the probability that, in spite oJ 
any reforms which may be adopted, some of the peons will not 
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respond to the opportunity of proprietorship but will still 
remain as laborers upon the estates of others. 

The partial or complete abolition of the hacienda system would 
be a benefit to the nation in every way. Economically, it would 
be an advantage in that it would bring much of the land now 
standing idle under cultivation, make many of the rural proper­
ties more productive, and reduce the evils of absentee landlord­
ism. Socially, it would be beneficial because it would extend the 
opportunities and advantages of proprietorship to a very much 
larger number of persons and make it possible for a great many of 
those who are now entirely without land to become owners of 
fair-sized farms and thus improve their living conditions. Politi­
cally, the disappearance of the latijundia would be an advantage 
since it would foster democracy, would decrease both the so­
called proletariat and the powerful landed aristocracy, and 
would contribute toward the stability of governmental institu­
tions, thus reducing the probability of the revolutions which 
have so retarded the development of Mexico and other Latin 
American countries having a similar inherited system of land 
tenure. 

In addition to the reduced haciendas there will probably be 
created a very large number of the smaller ranc;;hos... carved from 
the remnants of the great holdings. Thus the number of indi­
vidual proprietors will be increased, and at the same time the 
landless class of the Indians and mestizos will be still further 
diminished. Some of these properties will be too small to make 
profitable farms and, like the small holdings that resulted from 
the disentail of town lands, will not be able to survive the hard­
ships of an occasional bad year. But, with the menace of the 
great haciendas removed, the grouping of these smaller farms 
into workable units should follow a more natural course, respond­
ing to the demands of the physical conditions of the respective 
regions. That such properties can be successfully farmed in 
Mexico is evident to anyone who travels through the country and 
sees the small and middle-sized holdings actually succeeding 
where the encroachment of the hacienda has not been too strong, 
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as in the hill districts of Guanajuato, Michoacan, and Jalisco, in 
the sierras of Oaxaca, on the slopes of the Veracruz escarpment, 
or upon the restricted arable spots of the northern plains. 

In the fostering of these two fonns of property, the smaU haci­
e~nda v.nd th~ rancho, there is no move toward either socialism or 
communism. In fact, these forms of individual holdings are en­
couraged as an antidote to the radical tendencies bred among 
certain elements of the population by the marked inequality 
that has existed in the past. It is thought that the best way 
to prevent the growth of such ideas is by the creation of a 
large class of rural proprietors, whose interest in law and order 
will be bound up with their holdings. In this the nation is but 
doing what many other nations have found it necessary to 
do and what most nations have long ago done, that is abol­
ishing the feudalistic features of its social institutions which 
had held over from the distant past, particularly the dual 
tenure of land, and fonning, in its stead, a system of land tenure 
more in hannony with modem democratic and individualistic 
notions. 

EFFECT ON THE LANDHOLDING PuEBLOS 

The other fonn of rural property in Mexico which is gaining 
with the reduction of the haciendas is the landholding pueblo •. 

- This collective system of tenure, the aboriginal method under 
which agriculture was made the basis of society in Aztec and 
pre-Aztec times and which survived as one of the principal 
features of the Mexican land system until the middle of the past 
century, is somewhat at variance with modem conceptions of 
property. Communal tenure, moreover, is generally considered 
unsatisfactory from an economic viewpoint. It is, however, 
the system most easily understood by the. agricultural Indians, 
who constitute a Jarge proportion of the rural population in 
several of the states of central and southern Mexico. Particularly 
on the Mesa Central and the Mesa del Sur it seems to be the 
method best suited at present to the needs of these rural dwellers, 
who, however unfortunate it may seem, are still in a primi-
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tive stage of social advancement and are consequently unable 
to stand on the same footing as the whites and the more en­
lightened of the mestizos. In other sections there is little demand 
for the restoration of the ejidos, as tables on preceding pages 
(165-166) have shown. 11:IoSe who object to what they term 
Mexico's reversion to communism fail to appreciate the fact that 
many of the Indians of Mexico are still in the upper grades of 
barbarism, in which the conception of individual property in 
real estate is beyond their grasp, and that to force them too rap­
idly into the ways of civilized man is but to expose them to the 
cupidity of more advanced elements of the population and so pre­
clude all possibility of their existence in any condition save that 
of serfs. Since the actual cultivation of the soil in central Mexico 
depends almost wholly upon this class, it would seem better to 
allow them to hold their lands, for the present at least, in the 
primitive collective manner, until, by education and by actual 
contact with the more advanced forms of society, they shall be 
able to receive their lands in severalty. For this purpose no 
better system could be devised, perhaps, than their ancient one 
of village holdings in which the title to the lands is safely held 
iinalienable by the town, as a legally recognized corporation, but 
:in which the individuals enjoy a permanent or quasi-permanent 
tenure of the plots assigned them, with a common use of the 
pasture and timber lots, much after the manner followed by our 
own civilized tribes in Indian Territory until the creation of 
the state of Oklahoma, by many of the towns of New England 
during colonial days, or by the villages of certain states in Europe 
at present. 

In addition to the restoration of ejidos now going on and in 
order to extend the protection of this pueblo system to peons 
who have lived upon haciendas, some such provision as the time­
honored measure noticed in the colonial laws of Spain might be 
revived, whereby, under certain conditions, new pueblos might 
be formed and lands assigned them wherever a specified number 
of persons are settled, proper recompense, of course, being 
guaranteed by the state for any lands so taken. 
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OPPOSITION TO THE PRESENT REFORM MEASURES 

While many of the hacendados have long been willing to agree 
to land reform and while many now second the government's 
efforts to find a solution for the ancient probl~.m <.!f idle lansj, a 
landless class, and peon labor, there are a great many who oppose 
all efforts to reduce the size of their estates. There are several 
reasons for their opposition. In the first place, they fear that 
the indemnification in the form of government bonds will be 
little less than worthless. This must depend upon the good faith 
of their own government in so far as it concerns Mexicans only, 
and, as regards foreigners, upon the protection afforded the in­
vestments of their citizens by their governments. 

Probably a still more serious reason for the objection to any 
land reform is the rather chaotic state of titles to land holding!. 
in Mexico. Many of the properties are built up around acquisi­
tions made either contrary to the law or in the absence of any 
IaW8 governing such matters. Thus "squatter sovereignty" 
would constitute the only claim to ownership. Extensive untitled 
holdings are said to have been in the hands of some families for 
a long period and to be well-recognized possessions, except lor 
purposes of transfer. The land legislation of the Dlaz adminis­
tration made provision for the perfecting of titles to such lands, 
and many proprietors took advantage of the opportunity offered. 
N umbers of such properties still are thought to exist, however, 
and their holders naturally fear to have the grounds of their 
possession investigated. 

Three main groups of landholders stand out as opposing the 
agrarian reform. These are the Mexican hacendadOSj the 
Ilumerous Spanish owners of big estates; and .the Americans 
who, during the prosperous days of the Dlaz administration, 
ilcquired extensive holdings for development, for colonization, or 
for speculation. Both groups of foreigners have depended upon 
their respq:tive governments to protect their investments, made, 
usually, in good faith. Beyond a doubt they are entitled to the 
usual protection accorded in such matters. The Americans have 
i>een readier to see the need of a reform, since the old order of 



LAND SYSTEMS OF MEXICO 

things in Mexico was so utterly foreign to the system of land 
tenure that exists in the United States, so evidently subversive 
of all attempts at a democratic organization of society, and, 
withal, so unsatisfactory from an economic viewpoint. The 
Spaniard, with his European background, looks upon the hacien­
da, with its following of peons, as a most natural form of rural 
property and also considers it less as an enterprise expected to 
yield financial returns than as a safe means of investing capital 
in an estate that would bring the pleasures and ease of tropical 
life to him and his family. Consequently he employs every means 
at his command to halt the program of land reform, and to pro­
tect his hacienda from being reduced by grants to pueblos or by 
partition among the aspirants for individual holdings. The 
Mexican hacendados, driven from the land by the successive 
revolutions and the raids of lawless bands, have had no possi­
bility of appeal and have had to content themselves with efforts 
to stir up trouble for the revolutionists from beyond the border. 
It would seem the part of wisdom for them to recognize that land 
~eform is inevitable and, by co-operating with the new govern­
ment, secure the best possible terms for themselves, at the same 
time contributing to the permanent welfare of the country. 

ADAPTABILITY OF THE PROPOSED LAND SYSTEM 

TO THE GEOGRAPHICAL CONDITIONS 

A pertinent question in regard to the several forms of tenure 
that bid fair to emerge from the present chaotic state of property 
in Mexico is as to their adaptability to the peculiar physical 
conditions that exist in the different geographical provinces of 
which the country is composed. 

We have seen that an important problem of the agriculturist 
in most parts of Mexico is the matter of a wat~ jiupply sufficient 
to ensure a crop in the regions where the rainfall is light or 
uncertain and to take the place of rain in the still more arid 
sections of the country. Consequently no system can be expected 
to succeed in Mexico unless it is able to develop irrigation to a 
considerable extent. It has been pointed out that the Indian 
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pueblos have practiced irrigation from time immemorial, having 
originated a system of regulation 1I'hich became the established 
code of colonial Mexico and survives in many features of the 
present legislation regarding water rights. Hence these villages 
should ha~-e little difficulty in carJ'}ing on irrigation, pro~ided 
they are gh-en proper protection against encroachment on the 
part of adjoining ranchos or haciendas. 

!l.lany of the indhidual properties, e,,-en though the haciendas 
should be greatly reduced in size, would still be large enough to 
construct irrigation 1I'Orks. An luumdado 1Iith from sao to 1,500 

acres of irrigable soil should easily command the capital required 
for the building of such reserwirs as are needed. In fact the 
area under cultivation now on many of the haciendas where 
irrigation is practiced is less than this amount. As 1I-e have 
seen, e\"en smaIl ranchos of only a few acres often ha,,-e their 
indhidual i"es4S, and are partially or wholly independent of 
the season's rainfall. Thus the reduction of the haciendas, the 
creation of more ranchos, and the revival of landholding pueblos 
1I'Ould not seem to diminish the possibility of irrigation. In 
fact, the more intensive farming made possible by smaller 
holdings 1I'Ould probably increase the amount of land artificially 

,1I1ltered. The construction of extensive irrigation 1I'Orks by the 
'go"wnment, a part of the agrarian program, v.'Ould still further 
'render great holdings unnecessary. 

As to other geographical factors an elastic scale for deter­
mining the maximum size of large properties, such as that 
embodied in several of the ~te 1av.'S noticed and suggested in 
the national measure under discussion, would seem to be neces­
sary in order that alIov.-ance might be made for the varying 
physical conditions of temperature, rainfall, character of the 
soil, and the nature of the product. With such a provision far 
better adjustment in the size of farms to geographical conditions 
than now exists should result. 

ADAPTABIUTV OF THE 5VSTEli TO THE RAOAL FACTOR 

One other important factor remains to be considered: viz. the 
racial elements composing the population. Will the Indians, 
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who compose a large proportion of the rural inhabitants, be able 
to carry on agriculture without the hacienda system and with­
out the compulsion of peonage? Will Mexico starve when the 
white master's tutelage is no longer imposed upon the Indian 
and mestizo laborers? In answering these questions it should be 
remembered that the Indians inhabiting most of the uplands of 
Mexico, the peninsula of Yucatan, and many of the valleys 
that descend from the plateau, unlike the aborigines of most 
other parts of America, had long been agriculturists and that 
a large population was maintained by the products of their fields 
before the advent of white men. The Spaniards in their advance 
into central Mexico were surprised to see the extent to which 
the natives cultivated the soil, Cortes himself writing to the 
king that in parts of the country through which he passed not a 
palm of land was left uncultivated. Judging from the quite 
complete utilization of the land in the pueblos and ranchos that 
exist in Mexico today, it seems reasonable to expect that, while 
the country will probably suffer in some minor respects with the 
disappearance of the great hacienda in general the Mexican 
Indians, with their traditional inclination to agriculture, will 
make a more complete use of the land than do the hacendados 
of the present time, and that agricultural production will increase 
with the liberation of the rural laborers from peonage and with 
the greater incentives offered them by an effective if restricted 
proprietorship. 

SUMMARY 

From the historical facts presented, it is apparent that the 
,system of latifundia with peons attached has long outlived the 
t situation for which it was introduced as part of a conquest 
r regime. Geographical considerations indicate that, while the 
size of properties must vary in response to the diverse physical 
character of the several natural regions, such extensive holdings 
as now exist are not essential in any part of the country; that, 
in most districts, they cannot be regarded as the logical product 
of the environment; and that, in many regions, small properties 
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are a far more natural response to the conditions of climate, soil, 
and relief. The ethnic composition of the population, while 
making the system possible in the past, does not demand or 
'warrant its continuance, but rather appeals for its abolition. 

;' Considerations of the economic, social, and political welfare of 
,the country argue for a reduction in the size of. the haciendas, 
for a great increase in the number of ranchos, and for the pro­
tection of the pueblo collective holdings until such a time as the 

'Indians shall be able to assume full individual proprietorship. 
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Census of 1910. 139. 153 
Chachapalcingo, 68 
Chalco, 57 
Chapala, Lake, 141 
Chavero, Alfredo, 186 
Chiapas, 8; highlands, character" 16 
Chichimecas, 49 
Chiefs, Mexican, lands. n6, 120 
Chietla (ill.), opp .• 1 
Chili,83 
Chimalpopoca, A. A., 19' 
Church, George Earl, 190 
Church holdings, 59. Set aho Ecclesi-

astical estates 
Cities, largest, location. 23 
Clans, II', 129. See also Calptdli 
Clavigero, Francesco Saverio. 117. 182 
Climate. Si list of works on, 10 
Coahuila. pueblos, log 
Coffee, 37, 80 
Cofre de Perote, [7 
Colby, C. C., 8 
Colima, .6; bacienda, plan of a typical 

(map), 26; rural holdings in 1910, 144 
Collective holdings, [03; abolition by 

the Reforma, 129; effect of land re­
form on, 175; typical country of (ill.), 
OPP. I 17; variations in early times, 
II7 

Colonial period, method of Spanish 
settlement. 108, 100 

Colonization, 75; attempts at, in out .. 
lying regions, 90 

Colonization, Law of, 74, 96 
Comisi6n Nacional Agraria, 161 
Common pasturage, 106 
Communal houses. III 
Communal lands, 77; denouncement. 

77; transformation to allodial, 9'. 
See also Collective holdings 

Communism, 175. 176 
Comonfort, Ignacio. 69 
Composicionts, 56. 61 
Condu,flazgos, 103 

Congregaciones, 119. 125; distribution 
and number in 1854. 132 

Congress, 170 

Conquest, Spanish, 42; aim. 43 
Conquistador an6nimo. El, 183 
Conquistadoru, 28i large land grants to. 

48 
Constitution of 18S7. consequences. 133 
Com. See Maize 
Correa, V. M .. , 192 
Cortes, Hernando, 45, 183; land grants 

to (maps), 46, 47; Inining properties, 
48; on houses and villages. 113; on 
large holdings, 120; on tenants, 118; 
possessions, 48 i religious endow­
ments. 59. 60 

Cortes, Martin, JI9. 128. 183 
Cosslo, J. L., 73 
Cotton, 35; regions of production, 37 
Covarrubias, Jose, 10 
Crops, hacienda, 34; share as rent, II 7 
Cuemavaca, outskirts (i\1.I, opp. 141 
Cuemavaca, Valley of, 46, 56 
Cultivation, wasteful, 39 

Dabney, Charles William, 192 
Debt, 169 
Deeds, 56 
Dehesas. 106. 108. 110 (map), III 

Demaslas, 74 
Democracy, 61,133, 138, 174 
Desamorlisaci6". 69. 130 
Diu del Castillo, Bernal, 183 
Diu regime, 72, 75. 81 i conditions at 

end of, 139, 157, 158 
Diez de la Calle, Juan, 188 
Direcci6n General de Temporalidades, 

6. 
Domestic animals. introduction. 54 
Dominguez, Leferino. 158. 192 
Doporto y Uncilla, Severiano. 186 
Dry farming, 149 
Dual tenure, 170, 175 
Durin, Diego, 184 
D_11ings, small, Il3 

Ecclesiastical estates. 59; confiscation 
of Jesuit estates. 61; distribution in 
the early republic, 67i nationaliza­
tion.70 

Echeverria y Veytia, Mariano Fem~n­
de. de, 184 

E;je 1IOI,4 .. ico, 18 
E;jidos, 69, 9', 108, IIO (map), HI, 130, 

136; assignment from hacienda 
(plan), 16a; character, 106; division 
of an ";ido into individual portions 
(plan), 163; extent, 124; land given 
to a pueblo as ejido (map), 164; num­
ber of towns receiving. under reform 
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EJi40s (_ .. -0 
meuures. 165. 166; ft'Storatiou. Ie­
crnt" 161; transformation, 124 

EI Oro, 116, 87 
Emigration, 32 
E. .. p-w. 107 
E.~, 43; abolition, 60; distri­

bution in 1572. 53: duration. 40; 
entailed eetatN,. 58; evolution. 45; 
~pbical factor in the distribu­
tiOD, S4 

E"",IICAGdos, 34 
Enodt, C, Reginald, 192 
Entailed .state .. 58; abolition, 67 
Erosion, IS; eastern escarpment •• 7 
Escarpments,. 16; eastern •• 7; southern, 

17; western. 18 
Escobar, Romulo, 192 
Escobar, Sebastian, 190 
Esoidero, Jos#! Agustin de, 134 
Esta.cios. 27 
En ... ciM tk KGtlStIt;, 62, 63 
Estates, 58, 67, S. alJo Haciendas 
European plants, 55 
~,74 

Falces, Marq!1& de, 103 
Fancourt. Charles Saint John, 1116 
F ... , .. tk Idbor, 51, 82 
Farms. See Rural holdings 
Farrand, Livingston, 1116 
Fathom, n6 
Fernandes del Castillo, Francisco, 

189 
Feudal tenure, 120, 171, 175 
Fiefs. 120 
Fiske, John, 113, 102 
Fonseca, Fabian de, 57, 62, 188 
Foreign capitalists, 42, 7. 
Foreigners. opposition to reform. 177 
Fore_,bI: 
Foster, Alice, 6 
FrtU<iotIGfIIiewIo, 168 
Freedom of •• ..-..... 101 
Frosts, II, 85 
F ... dD kgol, 104. 13$ 

Gage, Thomas, 184 
Galvin Rivera, Mariano, 51. 190 
Gal ...... Jos#! de. 188 
Gamio, Manuel. lIii; Foreword. b:. 195 
Garcia Cubao, Antonio. 9 •• 19. 
Garcia Granados. Alberto. 192 
Garcia Granados, Ricardo. 190 
Garda IcazbaJceta. Joaquin. II, 52. 

113, 116, 183, 184, 185. 186 
Gayo), Roberto, 19. 

Geography. land systems as related to. 
178 

Gil, Hilari6n Romero, 186. 187 
Gomara. Francisco L6pez de, 184 
Gonzalez Roa. Fernando, 42. 65, 75, 

125. 192 
Goftrnment department putlications. 

195 
Gran Registro de la Propiedad. 77 
Grazing, 38 
Guadalajara, Valley of, 21, 22 
Guadalupe (ill.), opp. 10 

Guanajuato, 21, 22; Bajio of. 10, 35. 39. 
49, 55; large land grant, 49 

Gulf Coast, 19 
Guti~ de Lara. Lazaro, 192 
Guzman, Jos#!, 10 

Hacn.d4dos. 25; groups opposed to re­
form. 177; labor recruiting. 137i 
manner of life. 29. 40 

Haciendas. 25; cabGllerias. 50; cattle. 
bringing in (ill.), opp. 29; detachment 
of portions under recent reforms. 
for (jidDt (map). 162; distribution in 
1810, 63; economic value. 38. ell­

umaierulas. 43. extent. 2$; 1uu:eRdatlos, 
28; history. 42; Indian pueblos 
versus, 126; lands. 25; national place, 
40i Dumber and distribution by 
states. in 1910, 77; origin and history, 
42; owner·s bouse and garden (ill.), 
Opp. 28; ,."w, so; peon·s hut 
(ill.). opp. 28; peons, 30; peons 
cultivating a field (ill.). opp. 29; 
people. 27; plan of a typic:aJ hacienda 
in Colima (map). 26; pmducts. 34; 
reform measures, probable effect of. 
173. re/NJrli",ieJIIos. 43; social value, 
40; system at present, 81; various 
origins. 52. Su 01.50 Large estates 

Hann. Julius, 10 
Hanna. Paul, 193 
Helps, Sir Arthur. 189 
Henderson. G. F •• 92 
B eraeqrdtl. 35. 36 
HeretUuks.114 
Hidalgo. 9 •• 2 
Hidalgo y Costilla. Miguel, 66 
Highlands. 6 
Homesteads. 74. 84, 93 
Hospital de Jesus Nazareno. 5~ 
Household manufactures. I IS 
Houses. small. I1J 
Huaracha (hacienda). >7 
BruImJ.51 
Hueiotzingo, 35. 57 
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Huejutla.57 
Huerta. Adolfo de lao 159. 165 
Humboldt. Alexander von, II, 31, 32, 

39. 65. 68. 188 
Huntington. Ellsworth. 10 

IMlIez. Blasco. 40 
Icazbalceta. See Gan:la Icazbalceta 
Igua\a. Plan de. 66 
Inda, Manuel, 193 
Independence. See War fOl Indepen­

dence 
Indian picture map (ill.). opp. II6 
Indian pueblos, 98, II Ii blending with 

Spanish villages, 127i haciendas 
versus. 126; loss of communal lands. 
134; neglect to confirm lands. 125; 
Reforma and. 134: reorganized on 
Spanish basis. 123. See also Pueblos 

Indians, 43: agricultural settlement 
(ill.).opp. II3; communal lands. 58; 
freedom. 61; inclination to agricul­
ture. 180; \arge holdings in early 
times. II8; legal equality. 67; meth­
ods of land tenure, 110; misunder .. 
standing of, land legislation. 135; 
neglect to record lands. 77; property 
ideas. 58.97. 134, 175; p'tJadaeros and, 
83; settlement showing small holdings 
(ill.). OPp. 112; sman holdings. lIS; 
spoliation. 66; subOIdinate tenureJ58 

Individual holdings. 136. 153; irrigation 
and, 178, 179; Reforma legislation, 
129. 133 

Inequality.6S 
Introduction, I 

Inigation, 11,42. 75. 80. 99. 114. 147. 
148; individual holdings and. 178 

Iturhide. Agustin de. new land regime. 
66 

Ixtacclhuatl. 18 
Ixtlilxochitl, Fernando de Alva, 120, 

184 

Jol.7 
Jalisco. 7. 10. 2 •• 55 
Jaramillo. Juan. 48. 49 
Jenkins. W.O .• 5' 
Jesuits. 60: confiscation of estates of, 

61 
Joerg. W. L. G .• zii 
Joint ownership. 103. Se. also COII­

da:eflazgos 
Joyce. Thomas Athol. 187 
Juarea, Benito Pablo. 41, 70, 74. 90. 

133. 171; agrarian reforms, 92, 94: 
allotment in severalty. 130 

Kancab.164 
Kings. lands cultivated for. 116 
Kingsborougb. Lord. 18 •• 184 
Kinship groups, 112. 127. 129 

La Puerta de Medina (rallc/uria). 86 
Labastida. Luis G .• 68. 69. 70. 71. 135. 

190 
Labor, 30; conditions. 30, 34; emigra­

tion. 32; migration into the United 
States, 8S; on ranchos, 84. pueblos 
and. 137. S .. also Peons 

Laguna district. 80 
Land. ix. 2. 25; encroachments. 126; 

monopoly under Diaz. 7'; problem. 
regions affected, 24; problem. relation 
to national life. 172; productivity, 39; 
registry, 77; speculation in, 72, 73. 
80; struggle for. 24; tenure, Indian 
methods. III; titles, 56; titles to 
ranchos. 85; unequal distribution. 
153. S.. also Haciendas; Rural 
holdings 

Land grants. 43. 48. So; standards. 51. 
S .. ,also ElICOJfOierulas 

Land system. Ii antiquity, 2; geo­
grapbical and historical study. 2; pro­
posed system as related to geographi­
cal conditions. 178 

Landholders, 28; communal, 137; gen ... 
eral estimate of number of. 153. S .. 
also H aCllldados 

Landbolding towns. 104 
Landboldings. general statistics. 154 
Landless class. 153. ISS. 158 
Landmarks. lIS 
Landowners, 28; domination. 41; typi­

cal. '9. 40. S .. also H acllldados 
Lane. Franklin Knight. 193 
Large estates. 25. 59; distribution in 

1810.6 •• 63; Michoacln.law to hreak 
up, 167; near Lake P'tzcuaro (ill.). 
oPp. 140; number in certain states in 
1910, 79; renewed monopoly under 
Diaz. 7'. S.. also E"COIIIi",das; 
Haciendas 

LoJi/MJldia.4'. ISS. 169. 174. 180 
Laurel (ill.). opp. II7 
Lava flows ••• 
Law of colonization. 74. 96 
Laws. collections of. 194 
League. Spanish, 124 
Lehmann. Walter. 187 
Le6n Pinelo. Antonio, 43. 49. 52, J88 
Lerma River. 9. 86 
Libro Rojo. 57 
Literature, 182 
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Littoral, western, H 
U.., ......... 38 
LIaDoo de A\8ID. 36 
LocaIlJOft1'IlIIIf!nt. 137-138 
1.6_ BancaIari. Isnado, 193 
1.6_ de CoaoUudo, DiellO. 184 
1..6_ de Velasco, J ....... 48. 53. 55. 113. 

188 
LowH California. S .. BBJa California 
Lubin. David. 193 
Lucas. F. Woo So, 189 
Lyoa. G. F., 64 

MIJU~, liS. 118. 119. 128 
Madlugh. Robert J-ph. 193 
Madero, Fraucisco. 157. 159 
Magda!eaa. Hacienda de Ia (map). 26 
Maguey. 23.36; fields near M_ City 

(iIl.).opp. 37 
M.u... 13. 35. I4S 
Malaria, 19 
MaJintaiu" 18 
Maluata, 17 
Maltrata. ValIey of. Indian ""ttiemeDt 

(iIl.).opp. 112 

Man on honrhack. 4D 
Manero, Antonio. 193 
MBDe1'O. VIICtDte IL, 193 
Maniau Torquemada, JoaquIn. 57, 60. 

188 
Maqueo Castenanos. Esteban. 193 
Mason. Ali""" Bishop. 193 
MaximiliaD. Emperor. 41. 71 
Mayas, .. 0 
MtJyeIJWS, 52, 118, laG, 121, 122 
Mayer. Brauta, 190 
Ma_.48. 59. 65; abolition. 67 
Ma_do.os. 07 •• 8. 19. ISS 
Maza. FraJICioco F. de Ia. 73. 94. 113. 

1 .... 190 
Mea.owe. Indian land. 116 
Melchor de J.....,1IaDoa, Gaspar. 60 
M.~jo, Antonio D •• 193 
Mend ...... Antonio de. 113 
M.,utJ.SI 
M .... Central. 6; Atllia:o ValIey and 

wheat fields (ill.). opp. 36; climate. 
10; communal system in, 167 i land 
struggle. latent, 24; maguey fields 
(iIl.). opp. 37; phyaica1 geography. 9: 
representative states: their ruraJ 
laDds iD 1910, 139i settlement., 23. 
S)lBDiards in. 44 

M .... del Norte. 8. 14 
M .... del Sur. 8. IS; large estates (ill.). 

opp. 140 
MaI4.37 

MestiJos. 30. 71. 89. 119. 133. 134; 
position, 153; as raacMros, 83 

Mexican Congress, 170 
Mexican pueblos, 12g 
Mexicans. 66; backwardness of ruraJ 

life. I; typical ruraJ. 83. 84 
M&ico (.tate). 01 ... ; land grants to 

Cortes (map), 46; ruraJ holdings in 
1910,139 

Mexico. ValIey of. 7; from Guadalupe 
(ill.). opp. 10; northern portion (ill.). 
opp. II 

Mexico City. II 
Mic:hoacan. 9. 21. 22. 55: law of March 

S. 1920, 167; rural holdings in 1910, 
140 

Middle class. 101, 102, 133 
Middleton. Philip Harvey. 193 
Migrations, 118 
Mill. Nicho1as, 66 
Milpo,32 
Mineral deposits, 54 
Mines, 55 
Mining towns. 105 
Missions, 108 
Molina Enriqueo. Andres. 28. 39. 40. 

42. 104. liS. 156. 193 
Mo ..... terie •• 59 
MOIfks.107 
Montezuma. Emperor, 60. 120, 123 
Montufar. A10D20 de. 185 
MoreJia. ValIeyof. 21. 22 
Morelos (state), 22; land grants to 

Cort" (map). 46; rural holdings iD 
1910, 142 

Morelos, Valley of. scene (ill.). opp. 141 
Morgan, Lewis Henry, 113. 122, 187 
Mortgages, 68 
Moses, Bernard. 72. 189. 190 
Motoliuia. Toribio de BenaveDte. 185 
Mountain pasture in central Mexico 

(ill.). opp. 16 
Morga. GonzaIo de. 193 

NaciOflGlu.74 
Nabuas.112 
National agrarian law. 170 
Nationalization of c:hun:h property. 70 
Natural regions,s. map of Batunl 

regions, 8 
Natural resources. 42 
Navarro y Noriega, Fernando. 48. 6., 

89.130.188 
Nuas River. 37 
New Laws of the Indies. So 
Ne", Mexico. pueblos. 109 
Nordhoff. Charles. 151 
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Nuevo Le6n, 31, 95 

Oaxaca, 16. 46 
Oaxaca (state), IS. 56; agricultural dis­

trict (ill.), opp. 146; land grants to 
eortb (map), 47; rural holdings in 
191'0, 145; small farm in the hills 
(ill.), opp. 147 

Ober, Frederick Albion, 193 
Obreg6n, Alvaro, 159, 165 
Ogilvie, A. G., xii 
O'Higgins, Ambrosio, 60 
Oil, 19, 146 
Oil lands. ownership Question. 146 
Ord6ftez, Ezequiel, 6 
Orizaba, 17; view (ill.), opp .• 0 
Orozco. Wistano Luis, 190 
Orozco y Berra, Manuel, 189 
Otero. Mariano, 190 
Overlordship, 45, 118; Text"oco, 120 
Oviedo y Vald~s, Gonzalo Fernandez 

de, 185 
Oxen, 85 
Ozumba,55 

Panuco,57 
Papaloapam, Rio, 15, 18 
Parra, Porfirio, 191 
Pastoral colonies. 109 
Paslas comunes. 106 
Pasturage, 38; common, 106 
Palr6". I 
Patzcuaro, Lake, 35, 56, 141; large 

estates near (ill.), opp. 140 
Payno, Manuel, 191 

Peasants, bound to the soil, 118 
p.6n, I 
P60nias, so, 88, 108 
Peons, 30, 58. 180; economic bondage. 

30; holding for debt, 169; homes, 33; 
perquisites. 32; position. 30; relation 
to patrons. 118, 119. 121; wages, 31 

Perfect number. 116 
Personal service. 170. 171 
Petroleum. S .. Oil 
Peust, Otto, 193 
Pimentel. Francisco. 127, lOX 
Pinchon, Edgcumb, 19' 
Place units, 113, 127 
Plan de 19uala, 66 
Plateau, 8 
Plows, 54, 85 
Poinsett, Joel Roberts, 31. 32, 101 
Political system, 3 
Pomar, Juan Bautista, 18S 
Popocat~petl, 18 
Population, distribution (map), U 

Ports, 105 

Precipitation. S .. Rainfall 
Preface, xi 
Presas, 14, 179 
Prescott, William Hickling, 189 
Presidios, 108 
Productivity of land, 39 
Products, large-farm, 3S 
Property, assessed value of rural 

(map),13 
Property owners, 102 
Propios, 106, 108, 110 (map) 
Public lands, 73; classes, in 1894, 74; 

creation of ranchos from, 94; disposi­
tion in 1866-83. 95; distribution, by 
states, in 1912, 76; monopoly, 73; 
reclamation of those illegally dis­
posed of, 160 

Puebla, Valley of, 9, ", 56 
Pueblo Indians, 113 
Pueblos,98; Castilian. 107; distribu­

tion and number in 1810. 131i in 
1854. 132; earlier and later Spanish. 
108; in the northwest, 108; in prairie 
regions. 109; labor source, 137; land­
holding pueblos and reform measures, 
175i local government. 138; place in 
national life. 136; tenn. 130. See also 
Indian pueblos 

PuP, G. B. t 10 
Pulque, 22, 35; production, 36 
Pvra sierra. 15 
Purchas, Samuel, 184, 185 
Pyramid of the Sun (ill.), 0pp. II 

Queretaro (state), 10,21,2' 
Quevedo, Miguel Angel de, 193 
Quiiada, Enrique. 187 

Racial factor in land reform, 179 
Radin, Paul, 12', 187 
Railway development, 72 
Rainfall, 178; average annual (map). 9; 

eastern escarpment, 17i Mesa Cen­
tral, II; Mesa del Norte,14i Mesa del 
Sur, IS 

Ramirez de FUenleal, Sebastian, 120, 
18S 

Ra .. ,hmas, 82, 104, U5; La Puerta de 
Medina, 86 

Rancheros, 83 
Rancho de Dolores, 109 
Ranchos, 82i creation from public 

lands, 94, cultivation methods, 85, 
distribution and number in 1810, 89i 
in 1910. 97, 98; growth in size, 97; 
history, 88; importance, go; labor. 
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Ranchos, (C01IIi"JUd) 

84; land titles, 8S; origin and history, 
88; place in national life. 100i raneh,­
ros and. 83; reform measures. proba­
ble effect of, 173; Beene in valleys 
leadiDll into the Valley of Mexico 
(ill.), opp. 100; term, 82; typical, 86 

Real Hacienda, 62 
Realnagos, 72. 109 
References, 182 

Reform, 156; opposition to. 177 
Reformat 42. 60. 70, go, 92; allotment 

in severalty. 130; consequences of 
legislation against communal hold­
ings,133 

Religious institutions, 59. Se, Glso 
Ecclesiastical estates 

Renten, 171 
ReluJrI'mintlDs,43. 113 
ReQuena, Pedro, 193 
Revilla Gigedo, Juan Vicente, 60, 125, 

188 
Revolution. Set Agrarian revolution 
Reynolds, Matthew Givens, 51, 190 
Rice, 35, 37, 55 
Rio Grande, settlements, 109 
Rio Grande de Santiago, 10, 19. Su 

also Santiago-Lerma River 
Riquelme, Feu:, 194 
Riva Pa1acio. Vicente. 47. 62, 186, 189. 

191 
RoUand, Modesto C., 191, 194 
Roman y Zamora. Jeronimo. n6, ISS 
Romero, Matias, 31, 32, 194 
Rosa, Luis de la, 191 
Roscher, W1Ihe1m, 189 
Rouaix, Pastor, 33, 159 
Rural holdiDllB, asseBSed value (map), 

13; distribution, 139 

SaachiIa, 16 
Saenz, Mai •. z 
Sahagun, Bernardino de, 185 
Sala, Anteoor, 194 
San Andres, 127 
San Lorenzo (hacienda), 68 
San Luis Poto.l, 55 
San Rafael del Alamito (hacienda), 149 
Sanders, E. M., 6 
Santa Anna, Antonio L6pez, 68, 69 
Santa Anna Atoyasalco (hacienda), 52, 

116.127 
Santiago-Lerma River, 7, 86 
Sapper, Carlos, 6 
Saville, M. H., 122 
Sedano, Francisco, 188 
Seier. Eduard, 117. 120, 187 

Seftcrios, 120 

Serfs, 52. lIS 
Settlement of public lands, 94, 96 
Settlements. Spanish. lOS. See also 

Spanish settlements 
Sierra. Justo. 133. 189 
Sierra de las Cruces (ill.), opp. 117. 
Sierra Madre del Sur, 15 
Siete Partidas, law of, 106 
Sinaloa (state), rural holdings in 1910, 

147 
Sisal,20 
Slopes, 16. See also Escarpments 
Small estates. 61 i allotments in 1877-

93.93 i creation from church property t 
71 

Small proprietors, 159, 167 
Social conditions and landowners. 41 
Social system, 2 
Socialism, 175 
Soil exhaustion. 39 
Solares, 51. 107 
Sol6rzano Pereira, Juan de, 185 
Sonora. 147; pueblos. 108i rural hold-

ings in 1910, 148 
Sonora, Marqu& de, 188 
Southworth, John R., 25, 78, 139, 145, 

149, 151, 194 
Spaniards, 23; aim in conquest of New 

World, 42; early holdings, distribu­
tiOD. 53; extensive grants made to. 
48; founding of new toWDS. lOS i 
hacendados. 28; monopoly of prop­
erty. 65; real farmers among, 88 

Spanish Inquisition. 68 
Spanish settlements. 105; blending with 

Indian pueblos, 127i regulations for 
laying out. 107; type of town holdings 
(plan),lIo 

Speculation in land, 72, 73, 80 
Spence. Lewis, 187 
Spinden, Herbert Joseph, 122, 187 
State agrarian legislation. recent. 167 
Stevens. Henry. SO, 189 
Stock raising. 37 
Succession. Law of. in 1536. 49 
S"ertu, 107. 108. 109 
SUgar cane. 35. 55. 80, 144i production, 

36 
Surveys, 56, 57 

Tabasco, 19, 55 
Tamaulipas. 19 
Taviche (ill.), opp. 146 
Tee/J4fJ,I16 
Tee/JtJtJlloUJ, 116 
TeeponlltJlli, 116 
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Teggart. F. J " xii 
Tehuantepec (isthmus). 19; land dis-

tribution, 90; large estates, 80, 8x 
Tekax.164 
Temperature, 10 

Tenants, in the time of Cortes, 118 
Teosinte, 23 
Teotihuacan (ill.). opp. !I 

Tepeaca.55 
Temaux .. Compane, Henri, 120, 121, 

183. 184. 185. 186 
Texas, 91; pueblos, log 
Te:z:coco, overlordships, 120 
Texcoco. Lake. looking tOWllId (ill.), 

Opp.l0 
Tezontepec (pueblo). 163 
Thayer. W. N .• 5 
Thompson. Wallace. 32. 39. 194 
Three Years War. 70 
TierrA caliente, 5, 37. 12. 146; descrip­

tioD, 19; labor conditions, 34; large 
holdings. 80; scene in (ill.). opp. 21 

Tierra/ria,s 
Tierra negra, 17 
Tierra lemplada, S. 143 
T~erras Y flasallos patrimonialu. 119 
Timber. 80 
Titles. 56; chaotic etate. 177; Indian 

pueblos. 125; ranchos. 85 
Tlabuelilpa (hacienda) (plan). 16. 
Tlalmailes. !I8 
Tlalmatecas, lIS 
Tlallmilli. !I4. !IS 
TlaloCIJllalli. u6 
Tlaxcala (state). 22; creation of typical 

farm, 52; titles, 57 
Tobacco. 37. 80 
Toluca. Valley of. 21. 55; Indian agri-

cultural settlement (ill.). opp. U3 
Topography,S; list of worksoD, 5. 8 
Torquemada, Juan de, 18S 
Torre. Le6n Aleio. 191 
Towns. landbolding. 104 
Tribes, 112 

Tribute, 44. lIS. 116. 118, 122. 146, 
148 

Tropical products. 80 
Trowbridge. Edward Dwight. 194 
Trueba y Cosio. Joaquin Tel~sforo. 189 
Tula.48 
Turner. John Kenneth. 34. 194 
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Xochiquentzin, Prince, 120 

Yale University, xii 
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