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ABSTRACT

PASSAGES TO LEVIATHAN:
CHIAPAS AND THE MEXICAN STATE, 1891-1947
By

Thomas Louis Benjamin

This is a study of the formation of a new political order in Chiapas,
Mexico from 1891 to 1947. After seventy years of political upheaval and
fragmentation, the power of the Mexican State began to be vigorously
asserted in Chiapas. This process had its roots in the national reform
movement of the 1850s and 1860s, it began to take form in the 1890s, its
course was modified and its pace accelerated as a result of the Mexican
Revolution of 1910-1920, and it was largely completed by the 1940s. What,
in fact, took place was the political modernization of Chiapas in Mexico.

A strong, centralized, and interventionist State functioned in Chiapas
from the 1560s until 1821, when the province opted for independence from
both Spain and Guatemala and joined the newly formed Mexican empire.
Integration into Mexico brought political fragmentation, as power devolved
on the municipal governments. The national reform movement and the wars
of reform and French Intervention in the 1850s and 1860s began the process
of national consolidation and political modernization. Nearly two
decades of crisis prepared the way for the establishment of the dictator-
ship of Porfirio Dfaz. It was during the rule of Dfaz, from 1876 to 1911

that the modern State truly began to take form in Chiapas, and Mexico.
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Thomas Louis Benjamin

From that point in Mexican history, State formation passed
through three distinct phases: the establishment of executive
authoritarianism in the 1890s and 1900s, the rise of a socially and
economically active State during the revolution of 1910-1920, and the

integration of organizations of the masses into the apparatus of the

State from 1920 to 1947. These passages were historical stages within

which new and more viable political arrangements were worked out in

response to political crises and the demands of powerful pressure groups.

Each of these passages left an enduring legacy -- executive
authoritarianism, social and economic activism, and collaborationism

with organized masses -~ which are the characteristics of the modern

Mexican Leviathan.
This study attempts to place the formation of the modern Mexican

State within the context of the Chiapanecan experience. At the same

time, it seeks to transcend the limited and particularistic meaning of

Chiapanecan history and explore a question of critical importance to

all societies: the relationship between the State and the society from

vhich it arises, and which in turn defines its sphere of action.
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We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

T.S. Eliot
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GLOSSARY

Agrarista. A supporter of land reform after 19155

Amparo. A judicial writ of protection against the act of a public official,
Aparcero. A sharecropper.

Arrendatario, A tenant farmer,

Arrendamiento., A land rent in cash or produce.

Baldiaje. A System of labor service in exchange for permission to live
On an hacienda and cultivate a small portion of land.

Baldios, Vacant or national lands; also refers to squatters who live in
baldiaje.

Caballerfa, Ap area of land roughly equal to 111 acres

Cabecera, The political seat of municipal or departmental government.

Cacique, A local and generally unofficial political boss.

Cacicazgo, The domain of a cacigue.

Caciquismo, The phenomenon of political bossism.

Cafetales, Coffee trees or groves,

Cafetero, A laborer in a coffee plantation.

Cacao. Cocoa,

Camarilla, A political clique.

Campesino, Literally "a person of the country," sometimes translated as
Peasant,

Caudillo, p charismatic leader, often a military chieftain.

Cristobalense, resident of San Cristbbal Las Casas.

Desparicitn ge los poderes. "Disappearance of powers,'" refers to the
constitutional Prerogative of the Senate of the Nation to remove from
POVer a state government administration.

Ejido. TLangs held under comunal tenure; since 1915 communities endowed
. With communa] lands by the State.
Ejidatariog

- Residents of ap ejido who possess land use rights. )
Encomienda, A grant by the State of indians for labor service and tribute.
Enganchador, A contractor of migrant workers.

FPinca, A Central American term for landed estate.
Flflzquero. An owner of 5 finca.
Frijol, Black bean.

Guardis Bida, K privare military force generally used against agraristas
to Prevent lapg reform.

A Mexican term for large landed estate.
Heot4 * An owmer of ap hacienda.
2T, An area of land equaling 2.47 acres.






Jefe Polftico. The principal civil officer of a state department.
Jornalero. A temporary day laborer.

ladino. The Central American term for anyone who has adopted the dress
and mannerisms associated with western European culture, or anyone
not an indian.

Mafz, Corn, maize.

Milpa, A maize plot.

Monterfa, A mahogany lumber camp.

Municipio. A political and geographical unit smaller than and subordinate
to a department; the equivalent of a county in the United States.

Partido. A political district within a state subordinate to a department
but assigned a jefe polftico.

Patrbn, Master, boss, landowner.

Pebn acasillado. An agricultural laborer who resides on an hacienda.

Peso, The basic unit of Mexican currency. (See Table 16 in Appendix).

Pistolero, A gun slinger.

Porfiriato, The age of Porfirio Dfaz (1876-1911).

Pueblo, A small independent village or town.

Rancho. A small or medium-size property.

Ranchero, A farmer, an owner of a rancho.

Rancherfa, A hamlet or small village which possesses no political status
and is located on an hacienda.

Repartimiento ge comercio. Obligatory purchase and sales by indians from
and to Royal officials or their authorized agents.

Repartimiento de indios. Compulsory work levies of indians.

Tienda de Raya, A company store.
Tuxtleco. A resident of Tuxtla Gutiérrez.

Sindicato, A labor union Or an umbrella organization encompassing a
number of unions,

Vgcino. A citizen; house-holder.

Villista, A supporter of Pancho Villa; similar terms include rabasista
(Emilio Rabasa), maderista (Francisco I. Madero), carrancista
(Venustiano Carranza), vidalista (Carlos Vidal), and so on.
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

CAM. Ccomisibn Agraria Mixta.

CCM. Confederacibn Campesina Mexicana.

CLA, Comisién Local Agraria.

CNA. Comisibn Nacional Agraria.

CNC. Confederacibn Nacional Campesina.

CROM. Confederacibén Regional Obrera Mexicana.
CTM. Confederacibn de Trabajadores Mexicana.
LCCA. Liga Central de Comunidades Agrarias.
LNC. Liga Nacional Campesina.

PCM, Partido Comunista Mexicana.

PNR. Partido Nacional Revolucionario.

PRI, Partido Revolucionario Institucional.
PRM, partido de la Revolucibn Mexicana.

PSC. Partido Socialista Chiapaneco.

SUTICS. Sindicato U’nico de Trabajadores de la Industria del Cafe”
del Soconusco.



INTRODUCTION

For by art is created that great Leviathan
called a Commonwealth, or State (in Latin,
Civitas), which is but an artifical man,
though of greater stature and strength than
the natural, for whose protection and
defense it was intended.

Thomas Hobbes, 1651

Twentieth-century Mexican history is, above all, the history of the
formation of the most stable and broadly based State in Latin America.l
In Mexican historiography, State-building has generally been viewed as a
centrally directed project and has only been studied from a national
pel'spective.2 What is lost in that perspective is the recognition that
State formation in Mexico was a synthesis of regional and national
aspirations. Examination of one region over the course of several
decades demonstrates that there was local, as well as national, impetus
for the process. The Mexican Leviathan is the sum of its geographical
parts, and an analysis of the process and its construction in those parts
is essential to an understanding of the national whole.

A State exists when political authority within a nation is
centralized and has formal structure. Governments and regimes with
particular policies and membership may come and go, whereas the State —-
organized civil society -- endures. A modern State, in its twentieth-
century context, refers to a political structure whose power and
authority is centralized and effective throughout the nation and whose

reach extends beyond the traditional bounds of national defense and
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public order to reorder and regulate social and economic structures.

Karl Marx prop d in the Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte that a
historian has to distinguish the phrases and fancies of the parties
involved in a political struggle from their group interests found in the
economic realities of society.3 State power, said Marx, "is not
suspended in mid—air."[' Political order is never simply a direct

result of economic forces, but neither is it independent of such forces.
The modern State's centralizing and expansive tendencies reflect both
the material interests of various economically powerful groups and the
natural appetite for power on the part of State functionaries.

Following more than half a century of political fragmentation in
Mexico, a modern State began to take form in the 1880s and 1890s. .State
centralization and social and economic activism were encouraged by the
dynamic sector of the national bourgeoisie -- commercial farmers and
industrialists -- for the purpose of rationalizing and mobilizing the
total resources of society necessary for the promotion of national
prosperity.s Porfirian economic modernization, however, led to a
deterioration of the material quality of life for most of Mexico's
vorking masses. During the Mexican Revolution of 1910-1920, contending
factions appealed to workers and campesinos for their political and
military support and promised reforms in return. As a result, part of
the working masses became mobilized into large and powerful organizations
demanding political participation, and labor and land reform. This
new constituency of the modern Mexican State —- the organized
proletariat -- demanded a strong and active State which could reform
land tenure and regulate labor-capitalist relations. The construction

of the Mexican Leviathan was an undertaking possessing the consent
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and active promotion of both elite and mass segments of society, "for
whose protection and defense,'" in the language of Hobbes, "it was
intended."

This study is divided into three sections, each representing a
passage in the formation of the modern Mexican State in Chiapas. Chapter
1 sets the stage for a detailed review of modern Chiapanecan history by
demonstrating how a strong, centralized State was established in
Chiapas under Spanish colonial rule in the sixteenth-century and came
to be rejected in 1821. Devolution of power on local governmental units
after 1821 is shown to be an elite response to excessive State inter-—
ference in the provincial economy.

PART ONE reviews the first important phase of political central-
ization and the rise of active govermment in Chiapas from 1891 to 1910.
Entrepreneurial elites in the 1890s rejected political fragmentation
and sought order and progress. These new elites, many of them recent
immigrants concentrated in the Central Lowlands and the Soconusco
district, began to experience the benefits of economic expansion and
commercial agriculture. They wanted strong and active government to
construct roads, curb local taxation on commerce, suppress local
caudillos, and reform inefficient labor practices. By the early 1890s.
President Porfirio Dfaz comsolidated his political position in all of
Mexico to such an extent that he had no opposition or rivals. In 1891
he provided Chiapas with an energetic and talented young administrator,
Emilio Rabasa. This governor owed his power first and foremost to
Porfirio Dfaz, nmot to local cliques. Political centralization and
economic development made important progress during this period in

Chiapas, although not without portentous consequences. The inflammation
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of radical regionalism and the swelling of the landless working
population in the state, helped define the subsequent course of State
formation in the region.

PART TWO reviews the effect of the Mexican Revolution, which
originated in northern Mexico, on Chiapas from 1910 to 1920. The
disruption of the national regime in 1910-1911 provided an opportunity
for one localist group which had harbored political ambition and
resentment for twenty years to attempt to bring down the government.
The political establishment in the state capital, Tuxtla Gutidrrez,
however, was not prepared to give up power as easily as did the Dfaz
regime in Mexico City. In 1914 groups of backwoods landowners rebelled
against the foreign intrusion of a northern revolutionary army and the
accompanying social reforms. Five years of revolutionary administration
and civil war ended the isolation of rural Chiapas and broke the
absolute power of the hacendado over villagers and workers. Campesinos,
taking advantage of the breach in social control, began to take control
of their own lives, and to take sides politically with arms and
ballots. Revolutionary administration expanded the responsibilities.
of the state government, and the politics of elites gave way to the
politics of the masses.

PART THREE reviews State formation in Chiapas in the age of mass-
participation politics from 1920 to 1947. No political faction after
1925 could attain and maintain power in Chiapas without the strong
backing of agrarian and labor organizations. This political
Tequirement, in turn, led to the expansion of the power and scope of
government in order to satisfy at least some of the demands of the

organized masses for basic reforms and to bring these newly organized






constituencies more and more under the control and supervision of the

State. During this third p ge the ind d and importance of the
state government declined and the national government, the national
political party, and national interest-group organizations became the
significant participants of local and national politics. President
Lazaro Cirdenas (1934-1940) established an institutional alliance between
the State and the organized masses. He reorganized the official party as
a party of corporations, divided among labor, peasants, military, and
popular sectors. Along with the party reorganization, indeed as part of
the bargain, came an intensification of reform. The very success of
those reforms subsequently led to a partial demobilization of the organized
masses. By means of patronage, partition, bureaucratization, and populist
rhetoric the State tamed the masses, guaranteeing its own exceptionally
strong position in society and preserving private economic power. The
modern Mexican State, "the new Leviathan," in the words of Arnaldo Cérdova,
however, first rose to its unassailable position in society by meeting the
demands of its most powerful constituents.6

This study attempts to place the formation of the modern Mexican
State within the context of the Chiapanecan experience. At the same time,
it seeks to transcend the limited and particularistic meaning of Chiapanecan
history and to explore a question of critical importance to all societies:
the relationship between the State and the society from which it arises,

and which in turn defines its sphere of action.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE IMPERIAL STATE, AND BEYOND

The Iberian countries of the Western
Hemisphere entered the modern age as
administrative, legal, and political
creations of a postfeudal Castilian
monarchy committed to the principle
of central control.

Claudio Veliz

Chiapas was the first of Spain's Central American provinces to

seek independence. A provincial assembly on September 26, 1821, declared

that "the province of Chiapas, which has spontaneously declared
independence, recognizes no other government than that of the Mexican
empire.”l This was the first step in the formal dissolution of Spanish
Central America. Independence ended nearly three centuries of strong
and centralized imperial dominion in Chiapas. The Spanish State, in

the persons of royal officials and bureaucrats, not landowners or
merchants, dominated the society and economy of the province. Independence
was more than a break with Spain and Guatemala for elite Chiapanecans,
it was a repudiation of centralized government and bureaucratic
administration for a system of local self-rule. Aggregation to Mexico
contributed, furthermore, to political fragmentation and instability in
Chiapas as disputes in Mexico City, Tabasco and Oaxaca, (and territorial
conflicts between Mexico and Guatemala) spilled into the state. The

Mexican State was not in a position to consolidate its power in Chiapas






(nor was the regional elite willing to tolerate a more powerful State)
until the 1890s. To understand how and why the modern Mexican State has
evolved in Chiapas let us first review the formation and dissolution of

the Spanish imperial State in Chiapas.

GEOGRAPHY

Chiapas has always been a frontier region. The ancient cities of
Palenque and Bonampak were located on the northern edge of classic Mayan
civilization. By the late fifteenth century Aztec military conquest had
advanced no farther south than Zinacantin and Soconusco.2 Chiapas was
conquered early in the sixteenth-century by Spanish expeditions coming

from both the north (Mexico) and the south (Guatemala).3 Spanish

settlements in the region, far from the City of Mexico and Santiago,
Guatemala, were rustic frontier settlements at best, "no fit place for

' commented Thomas Gage.z. The region's frontier location and

Jesuits,"
isolation from the centers of power and culture have dominated the course
of its history.

The internal geography of Chiapas has also played a decisive role,
as we shall see, in Chiapanecan history. Chiapas, like Mexico, is
physically contorted by valleys interspersed among mountains. The
Sierra Madre de Chiapas rises from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and
dominates Central America to southern Nicaragua. This range is bisected
by an intermontane basin comparable in size only to the valley of Mexico.
Through this great Valley of Chiapas (elevation 1500-2500 feet), herein
refered to as the Central Lowlands or as tierra caliente, flows the

Grijalva river, from the Guatemalan border to the Gulf of Mexico. The



valley's tropical climate and fertile soils have made it one of Chiapas'
most important agricultural regions. The Central Highlands of Chiapas
(elevation 5000-7000 feet), also called tierra fria, dominate the north-
vestern portion of the Sierra Madre. This region, the home of most of
Chiapas' indigenous population today, is an extremely rugged and heavily
forested area containing several small valleys. To the north and east
the Central Highlands fall off and disappear into the lowlands of

Tabasco and the Lacandon tropical forest. The portion of the Sierra
Madre south of the Valley of Chiapas rises to a maximum 12,000-foot
elevation and runs along the Pacific Coast into Guatemala. The Pacific
Littoral, bounded by the Sierra Madre to the northwest and the Pacific
to the southwest, is a sea-level plain no more than fifteen to twenty-

five miles wide. B
SETTLING IN

Chiapas, or the two regions the Spanish called Chiapa and Soconusco,
was conquered in 1524 and again in 1527. Chiapa (the name Chiapas came
into general usage in the eighteenth-century) included roughly both the
Central Lowlands and Highlands while Soconusco occupied all of the
Pacific Littoral. The first Spanish settlement of forty inhabitants,
Chiapa de los Espafioles, was located near the Grijalva river but was too
hot and unhealthy. The city was moved to a more pleasant valley in the
highlands in 1528, today the site of San Cristdbal Las Casas, and named
Ciudad Real de los Llanos de Chiapas.6

The immediate post-conquest era in Chiapas, roughly from 1528 to

1569, was a period of political confusion and experimentation.
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Conguistadores ruled the two provinces with little heed paid to royal
government in Castile, New Spain, or Guatemala. Encomiendas, grants of
indian villages which were required to pay tribute or provide labor,
were the only significant sources of income. They were assigned and
redistributed, confiscated and returned in these early years to such an
extent that many settlers left the province in disgust. Only by the
late 1550s and 1560s did encomienda tenure stabilize, indeed so much so
that even in the eighteenth-century decendants of the first encomenderos
continued to receive indian tribute. Soconusco became a crown
possession at least by 1545, after which year all indian tribute and
labor service passed from private hands and into those of royal officials.
In the 1520s Chiapa was part of the gobierno of New Spain; it was
assigned to the Audiencia de los Confines (Guatemala) from 1529 to 1540,
and was governed by its own Captain General from 1540 to 1544. Except
for a short period of reassignment to Mexico from 1564 to 1569, Chiapa
remained subordinate to Guatemala from 1544 to 1790. Despite these
paper assignments, the province was actually governed from Ciudad Real
de los Llanos de Chiapas (hereafter refered to as Ciudad Real) in the
1550s and 1560s by the municipal government. The first royal governor,
Alcalde Mayor Juan de Mesa Altamirano, arrived in Chiapas sometime in
the 1570s. Orderly government in Soconusco, also directly subordinate to
Guatemala, was established in the 15405.7

Early administrative confusion and frontier isolation gave the
municipal government (cabildo or ayuntamiento) in Ciudad Real a larger
degree and longer lasting period of independence than was the case in
Mexico. The cabildo of Ciudad Real ruled Chiapa in the frequent and

sometimes long absences between outgoing and incoming alcaldes mayores.
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Although the royal government succeeded in taming the most radical
tendencies of municipal autonomy through visiting commissions, inspectors,
and strong alcaldes mayores, the cabildo remained an important element in
provincial government throughout the colonial epoch.8

Conflict within Chiapa among royal officials, Spanish settlers,
and missionaries during this first period of settling in also added to
the political confusion. '"Rivalry between competing groups of Spaniards,"
notes historian Peter Gerhard, "was a source of constant discord;
sometimes it was encomenderos versus missionaries, then a governor versus

. ; 9
local residents, then a Bishop versus Franciscans...."

Only after

the withdrawal of Chiapa's aggressive Bishop Bartolome de Las Casas in
1546 and the suppression of indian slavery at about the same time did
the Dominican missionaries and the Spanish community in Chiapa reach an

accomodation. =

THE GROWTH OF ABSOLUTIST STATISM

Epidemics in Chiapa and Soconusco from 1519 to 1570 decimated the
indigenous population by at least fifty percent over all and up to
eighty to ninety percent in some 1c>calities.]'1 This demographic disaster
weakened the encomienda as an economic institution and increased the
power of the royal government. The drop in labor service and tribute
forced many encomenderos to abandon their grants, which then reverted to
the crown. In order to meet the labor demands of the Spanish community
vhile the number of indians became ever fewer, the crown was forced to
supply contingents of indian workers to petitioners for short periods

of time, This draft labor system, known as the repartimiento de indios,
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concentrated greater power in the hands of the royal government and
particularly those who supervised the distribution.12 The decline of
the semifeudal encomienda and the rise of the repartimiento contributed
significantly to the formation of the centralized imperial State in
Chiapas.

Absolutist statism characterized government in Spanish America.
After a short period of organization and confusion, ''the regalist hold
over the Indies was consolidated....Regalist central power was
successfully reaffirmed, both with respect to the sympathetic inter-
ference of humanitarian clerics and the open rebellion of settlers with
seigneurial aspirations."13 The famous discrepancy between the
judicial supremacy of the Castilian State and its inability to enforce
compliance with all of its dictates in America has led many scholars to
conclude that the crown's power was more apparent than real. The wide
latitude given the local representatives of the crown, however, in no
way diminishes the fact that a strong, centralist imperial State ruled
the Indies. Part and parcel of the imperial State system, perhaps its
greatest strength, was the delegation of power by the crown to local
officials. To Spanish settlers in Chiapas, royal government was first
and foremost the alcalde mayor in Ciudad Real. Historian Murdo MacLeod
argues that during most of the seventeenth-century, the century of

Spanish decline in Europe, elite society in America was dominated by the

government official.m "The kings were not in Spain, but in the Indies,"
states Julio Alemparte. "The real sovereigns, in a way, were the
15

colonial masters."”
Local officials acted on behalf of the central government, their

tenure was limited and their duties could be terminated at any time by
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the king or his ministers. The suppression of indian slavery in
Central America in the 1540s was accomplished in Chiapas despite the
opposition of the cabildo of Ciudad Real and the very real damage the
move caused to the region's sugar :‘Lndu:':;try.l6 Frequent requests by
local officials in Soconusco for the importation of indian laborers
were rejected by the crown.17 The cabildo of Ciudad Real, having been
accused of sedition, was extinguished in 1748, Finally, despite the
opposition of residents in Chiapas, the crown abolished the
repartimiento de indios in 1778.18 Spanish power clearly and firmly
reached into Chiapas.

Elite Chiapanecan society was dominated by the government official,
not the landowner or merchant. Since the crown controlled and regulated
indian labor, the source of most wealth in Chiapas, its delegated
representatives occupied the focal point in the structure of local power.
In Soconusco, "where the crown collected the tribute, the governor and
other royal officials occupied a position of decided :i.m}:\ortance."19
Alcaldes mayores and lesser officials generally purchased their offices
and sought large profits during their tenure. As a result, the
provincial governor not only controlled civil administration, justice,
and local defense, but also the local economy. It was the alcalde
mayor who decided which petitioner would receive labor drafts and the
number of days the indians would be allowed to work. He monopolized
trade with indian villages through the repartimiento de comercio. 1In
1712 the alcalde mayor resold maize to starving Highland villages at
inflated prices, which sparked the Great Tzeltal Rebellion of that year.20

Spanish power in Europe under the later Hapsburg dynasty in the

seventeenth-century suffered a serious decline. The consequences of
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Spanish decline in Europe and America, however, were quite different.
The royal official remained the dominant figure in colonial society.21
With the ascension to the throne of the Bourbon house in 1700 the
Spanish crown resolved to recentralize the political, economic, and
ecclesiastical life of the empire in pursuit of recovery and growth. No
longer content with delegating broad powers to creole (American born)
civil servants, Charles III instituted a new system of government which
would be tightly controlled by the center of power and administered by

soldiers and bureaucrats sent from Spain to America.zz
RECENTRALIZATION AND REACTION

The first move of the recentralization program in Chiapas was the
suppression of the cabildo of Ciudad Real. In 1767 the province of
Chiapa was divided into two alcaldias mayores, both subordinate to the
governor of Guatemala. The Indendancy system was introduced to Chiapa
and Soconusco in 1790, combining both provinces in a single fiscal-
administrative unit headed by an intendant-governor residing in Ciudad
Real. Although this official was appointed in Spain, he was in effect
subordinate to the president-governor of Guatemala. The most important
consequence of the Intendancy system was the creation of the post of
subdelegado, an official directly subordinate to the intendant-governor.
Subdelegados were posted at Tuxtla, Comitdn, Los Llanos, Ixtacomitén,
San Andrés Chamula, Simojovel, Palenque, Tila, Ocosingo, and Huista’n.23

The recentralization of Spanish America and the establishment of the

Intendancy of Chiapas did not alter the subordinate status of the

province vis-a-vis Guatemala. Judicial appeals were still carried to
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Santiago. The Bourbon reforms similarly did not change the economic
dominance of Guatemala over Chiapas. In 1630 the cabildo of Ciudad
Real complained to the king that half of the privately controlled
tributaries of the province were held by wealthy merchants of Sam::f.ago.z4
In the eighteenth-century the provincianos of Ciudad Real complained
that Guatemalan merchants monopolized trade in and out of Chiapas.
The reestablishment of the cabildo of Ciudad Real, sometime between 1774
and 1793, gave voice to the latent regionalism of the province. The
local government had several disagreements with the intendant-governor,
who was viewed as a representative of Guatemalan commercial interests.z5
While the Bourbon reforms increased the bureaucratization of the
American governments (manifested in Chiapas by the proliferation of
subdelegados) and substituted Spaniards for American-born officials,
the philosophy gaining currency in the Spanish world (outside of official
circles) in the late eighteenth-century stressed less government inter-
ference and more local effort toward self-improvement. In 1795, Spanish
liberal Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos published his Informe de ley
agraria, a program for the economic regeneration of Spain. Jovellanos
condemned trade barriers, governmental favoritism, the protection of
special interests, and extolled local autonomy as the first step in
national recovery.26 In Central America liberal ideas were promoted by
the royal merchant guild, established in 1793, and the Royal Economic
Society, established in 1794. Both organizations, based in Santiago,
supported free trade, the diversification of agriculture, the suppression
of government intervention in indian communities, and the formation of
provincial economic improvement councils.

The Economic Society of Chiapa was established in Ciudad Real in






16

1819. Awareness of the province's decadence, however, had been wide-
spread for at least thirty years. Chiapa's first intendant-governor
wrote in 1790 upon his arrival: "I became aware very soon of the
decadence these provinces find themselves in, worn down by poverty,
without industry or z:ommel:ce."28 The Economic Society of Chiapa, in

a lengthy report written in 1819, analyzed the causes of the 'decadent
state of the province" and offered a plan of regeneration. Two major
sources of the decline were reviewed: 1) the suppression of the
repartimiento de indios in 1778 and, 2) the establishment of the
Intendancy in 1790. Without the stimulation of the labor draft, argued

"

the authors of the report, the indian '"is reduced to producing only that

29

vhich is necessary for his own use.' The decline of agricultural
production and commerce was traced to the suppression. On the other hand,
the large number of subdelegados, according to the report, increased
governmental interference and favoritism in the provincial economy and
added to the financial burden of the towns. Undoubtedly the chief
obstacle to economic enterprise in colonial Spanish America was the

State itself.30 The oligarchy in Ciudad Real, however, favored less
government except in the domain of labor expropriation. This

divergence between the financial and political interests of the Spanish
State and the material interests of the provincianos of Chiapas was
further irritated by an economic recession affecting all of Central
America during the first two decades of the nineteenth-century. On the
eve of independence, a report was sent to the crown declaring that

"the discontent that reigns is due to the poor economic conditioms of
Central A‘nx"er;tca."xL The natural impulse of the productive forces in

Central America was to break, or at least crack, the colonial link.
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INDEPENDENCE AND ANNEXATION

The immediate stimulus to the movement for independence in Spanish
America was the Napoleonic invasion of Spain in 1807-1808. Provincial
Spanish councils of resistence arose to direct the war, in America
creoles established loyal governing councils of their own in several
cities to rule until King Ferninand VII returned to power. In 1810 the
Spanish councils united, formed a central council, and summoned a
national parliament (cortes). The cortes which assembled at the port
city of Cddiz to write a constitution, incidentally granted Americans
representation. This move encouraged provincialism and separatism which
was already high in Central America,32 The Chiapanecan delegate to the
Cddiz cortes, for example, introduced a slate of eight propositions
outlining homerule. He also sought the abolition of the crown's tobacco
monopoly, the establishment of a provincial deputation, and the opening
to trade of the Chiapanecan ports of Tonald and Tapachula.33 The Cadiz
cortes promulgated its constitution in 1812, both the constitution and
the governing body, however, were suppressed in 1814 when Ferninand
returned to the throne.

In January 1821 a new liberal regime assumed power in Spain,
restored the Cddiz Constitution, and reconvened the cortes. Under this
new regime some provinces, such as Chiapas, were granted provincial
assemblies to introduce limited home-rule. The new cortes, however,
enacted measures to restrict the privileges of the church and the
military, reforms which were not welcomed in America. In responmse,
royalist commander Agust{n de Iturbide, a creole of New Spain,

published his Plan de Iguala in February 1821. In defense of the existing
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last decades of Spanish rule. Lowland landowners had never felt the
animosity for Guatemalan merchants as the highland commercial oligarchy
had and they had been cheered by the suppression of the repartimiento de
indios since they had not depended upon the labor drafts. Lowland
landowners, however, did fear possible economic domination by Tabasco
and were not enthusiastic about union with Mex:’Lco.39

Iturbide's empire collapsed early in 1823, a victim of rebellion in
Mexico City. In light of this, Chiapanecans debated whether to maintain
or sever their union with Mexico. By this date the vaunted Mexican
connection had become a disappointment. Far from being a cornucopia,
Mexico was also poor and had begun to tax Chiapas in order to pay for
the Mexican army stationed in the region. The straiﬁ and disappointment
of union also aggravated regional divisions within Chiapas. The
provincial ruling council in 1823 was divided into two factions. The
pro-Mexico group, the oligarchy of Ciudad Real (now called San Cristdbal),
was opposed by pro-Guatemala and pro-independence factions which were
based in the outlying areas of Tuxtla, Chiapa, Comitdn, and Tapachula.
Landowners outside of San Cristbbal generally opposed whatever the
cristobalenses favored. In June 1823 the pro-independence faction
mustered a majority in the provincial council and dissolved the pact of
union with Mex:‘tco./‘O The other provinces of Central America, which had
joined Mexico in 1822, declared absolute independence in July and formed
the United Provinces of Central America.

Immediately the new Mexican government ordered General Viciente
Filisola, then in Guatemala, to march to San Cristbbal and dissolve the
provincial council, which he did on September 5. 1In response, municipal

councils in Tuxtla, Los Llanos, and Comitdn proclaimed the Plan de Chiapa
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social order, Iturbide made a conservative revolution to immunize

Mexico from the Spanish reforms by proclaiming independence. By

August 24 Juan 0'Donojd, Superior Political Chief of New Spain for

Spain, signed the Treaty of Cdrdova which recognized Mexico as a

sovereign and independent nation.:M Four days later Chiapanecans

formed the sala capitular de Comitdn and seconded the Plan de Iguala.

The sala capitular formally declared independence from Spain and

Guatemala on September 26, 1821 and requested annexation by Mexico.35
Chiapanecans were more attracted to Mexico than repelled by the

liberal Spanish reforms. The Economic Society of Ciudad Real, reflecting

the interests of the highland oligarchy, strongly favored annexation

by Mexico.36 The sala capitular, also dominated by highland interests,

argued that "Guatemala never has proportioned to the Province, sciences,

industry, or any other utility and has looked upon it with much

indifference.... Chiapas has been under the Guatemalan government for

three centuries, and in all this time has not prospered." Mexico, on

the other hand, appeared in a different light. 'Puebla, Oaxaca, and the

other [provinces of the Mexican empire] have similar customs as Chiapa

and in no case is there an analogy with Guatemala. The Provinces of the

[Mexican] Empire enrich ours by the circulation of commerce which exists

one with the other."37 In fact, during the first two decades of the

nineteenth~century trade with Mexico well surpassed that with Gual:emala.38
Whereas the highland elite wanted to break the close economic

domination of Guatemala (and believed Chiapas' great distance from Mexico

would preclude similar Mexican domination), lowland landowners and

merchants feared any Mexican political connection. Unlike the more

commercially developed highlands, the lowlands had prospered in the
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last decades of Spanish rule. Lowland landowners had never felt the
animosity for Guatemalan merchants as the highland commercial oligarchy
had and they had been cheered by the suppression of the repartimiento de
indios since they had not depended upon the labor drafts. Lowland
landowners, however, did fear possible economic domination by Tabasco
and were not enthusiastic about union with Mex:{cc.39

Iturbide's empire collapsed early in 1823, a victim of rebellion in
Mexico City. In light of this, Chiapanecans debated whether to maintain
or sever their union with Mexico. By this date the vaunted Mexican
connection had become a disappointment. Far from being a cornucopia,
Mexico was also poor and had begun to tax Chiapas in order to pay for
the Mexican army stationed in the region. The strai;'n and disappointment
of union also aggravated regional divisions within Chiapas. The
provincial ruling council in 1823 was divided into two factions. The
pro-Mexico group, the oligarchy of Ciudad Real (now called San Cristdbal),
was opposed by pro-Guatemala and pro-independence factions which were
based in the outlying areas of Tuxtla, Chiapa, Comitin, and Tapachula.
Landowners outside of San Cristbbal generally opposed whatever the
cristobalenses favored. In June 1823 the pro-independence faction
mustered a majority in the provincial council and dissolved the pact of
union with Mexico.ao The other provinces of Central America, which had
joined Mexico in 1822, declared absolute independence in July and formed
the United Provinces of Central America.

Immediately the new Mexican government ordered General Viciente
Filisola, then in Guatemala, to march to San Cristbbal and dissolve the
Provincial council, which he did on September 5. In response, municipal

councils in Tuxtla, Los Llanos, and Comitdn proclaimed the Plan de Chiapa
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Libre of October 26 which declared that Chiapas would not blindly
depend upon any metropolis and would remain independent of both Mexico
and Gu.atem,:-lla.41 The Mexican congress then retreated. It ordered the
reinstallation of the provincial council as well as the retirement of
Mexican troops and called for a referendum in Chiapas to decide the
question. '""Chiapas should be left in absolute liberty,' the Mexican
congress declared, "for pronouncing its union with Mexico or Guax:emala."42
On September 12, 1824 the Chiapanecan provincial council announced
the reunion of Chiapas and Mexico based on a vote of 96,829 persons in
favor of the Mexican union against 60,400 for union with Guatemala. The
distribution of the vote was along regional lines: Soconusco and the
Central Lowlands favored Guatemala while the Central Highlands favored
Mexico. Later, Mexican union was made more palatable when high duties
on commerce between Chiapas and Tabasco were established, One month
before the vote, however, the local municipal council in Tapachula
announced that Soconusco would annex itself to the recently formed
United Provinces of Central America. Mexico and Guatemala, to avoid war,
agreed in 1824 that Soconusco would govern itself until a general
boundary agreement was reached. Chiapas was formally annexed by Mexico
on September 14, 1824 and the state's first governor took office on
January 23, 1821¢.A3
When Chiapas withdrew from the imperial State in 1821 a number of
important political decisions required action but there existed in the
Province no political decision-making mechanism. Power devolved on
the only real political organisms in the province, the cabildos or

(using the more modern term) ayuntamientos. The ayuntamiento of San

Cristébal tended to act on behalf of the province as a whole, although
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not without generating resentment in other towns. Tapachula represented
the extreme of radical localism and opted for independence from Mexico,
Guatemala, and Chiapas. For the other municipalities in Chiapas, union
with Mexico and the formation of a Chiapanecan government was acceptable
because real power remained close to home. Upon leaving the imperial
Spanish State, Chiapas joined Mexico but conceded little authority to the

new national State.

CHIAPAS IN MEXICO

Fragmentation of sovereignty and political instability were normal
conditions in Chiapas after 1824, indeed they were endemic to Mexico as
a whole. Ayuntamientos in Chiapas repeatedly withdrew allegiance to
particular state governments. State governments did the same with
regard to national governments. Federal troops garrisoned in Chiapas
made and unmade state regimes. Caudillos ruled localities as a result
of their ability to raise military forces. It was an age when raw power
politics resolved political disputes.

Regional conflicts of interest in Chiapas were not the immediate
or ostensible causes of political disorder after 1824. Lowland
hacendados, it is true, were more land and labor hungry than highland
hacendados, yet accommodation on the truly transcendant issues of land
tenure and labor supply and treatment was always easily reached. The
most divisive question in Chiapas, as in all of Mexico, pertained to the
desirability or undesirability of the great political, economic, and
cultural power of the Catholic Church. The clerical establishment

dominated social and business life in San Cristbbal, from education to
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2. The Mexican Republic, 1825, from Josiah Conder, Popular Description,
Geographical, Historical, and Topographical, of Mexico and Guatemala
(Boston: Wells and Lilly, 1830).
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business loans, and health care to agricultural production. Clerics
such as Matfas de Cérdova and Pedro Solorsano were important leaders of
the movement for independence and remained politically active long
after Chiapas' incorporation into Mexico. The cristobalense elite was
protective of the Church and all of its privileges. It is estimated
that at least one-half of the haciendas in Chiapas at independence were
clerically owned. They occupied some of the best lands in the Central
Lowlands, those along the rivers, and more often than not were under
utilized. To a land-hungry lowland agricultural elite, the Church was
perceived, more and more, as a roadblock to the formation of a productive
and prosperous society. Liberals, those who favored placing restrictions
on the Church, were generally found in the Central Lowlands while
Conservatives, defenders of clerical power and privileges, were concentrated
in San Cristdbal.

Political disorder in Chiapas from the 1820s to the 1850s was the
price Chiapanecans paid for local rule (or the absence of a strong State).
Personal advancement, in an age when only a hundred supporters constituted
a powerful association, accounted for the rise and fall of not a few
governments. The national Mexican State was neither strong enough to
prevent the unauthorized usurpation of power nor to provide the state of
Chiapas with a workable, regulated, and forceful system for changing local
governments.

The period 1824-1891 can be divided into three political epochs
vith respect to Chiapas: 1) 1824-1855, 2) 1855-1864, 3) 1864-1891. The
first period was characterized by nearly constant political discord and
witnessed the development of opposing factions, Liberals and Conservatives.

Liberals developed (or borrowed) an agenda or reforms but were unable to
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carry them out. Conservatives dominated San Cristbal, seat of the state
government. Soconusco remained independent until 1842, when it was
militarily annexed by Mexico and joined to Chiapas. Between 1855 and
1864 Liberals consolidated their power in the state, successfully
defended their regime against clerically-led armies, and instituted

the anti-clerical and anti-corporatist reforms of the liberal agenda.
Governor Angel Albino Corzo's nine year tenure, very long by the
standards of the time, was indicative of the degree of political
consolidation initiated during this period. The post-Reform era, 1864-
1891, was characterized by the division of the state into a few

powerful cacicazgos dominated by Reform era military leaders. This
parcelization of Chiapas into only three or four domains facilitated

the demolition of municipal autonomy and contributed to the establishment
of greater political stability inside Chiapas as well as promoting firmer

state adherence to the national government.

POLITICAL EVOLUTION

A weak state government tried to preside over numerous municipal
regimes between 1824 and 1855. Rebellions aimed at legally (and illegally)
constituted state governments occured almost every year. They were
instigated by ayuntamientos, the federal military garrison in San
Cristébal, by exile groups in Guatemala, and even by neighboring state
governments. The clerical establishment of San Crist6bal actively
opposed and helped bring down the government of Miguel Joaqufn Gutiérrez
(1833-1835). 1In 1848 the ayuntamiento of Chiapa withdrew its

recognition of the state government, Tuxtla did the same in 1849, Tonals’



2




25

in 1850, and Ocozocuatla in 1853. Chiapas was invaded by troops of
neighboring states in 1833, 1834, 1841, and 1849.1‘4 One indication of
the strength of centrifugal forces in the state was the establishment of
the separate lowland department of Chiapa. The proponent of this action
explained, "Chiapa should not continue subordinate to Tuxtla, it should
figure among the pueblos of first rank in the state."l‘5
Soconusco remained independent until 1842. 'During this long period,"
noted a contemporary observer in 1843, "it has experienced all the
difficulties of an abandoned country surrendered to rivalries and hatred;
without laws, without a plan, without a system and with a purely
municipal regime very imperfect, much which still exists and is leading

to anarchy. n46

The lack of security for persons and property and the
practice of forced loans contributed to Soconusco's economic ruinm.
Another observer commented in 1850 that since 1811 "industry, agriculture,
and commerce have decayed and are decaying each day more and rnore."l‘7
President Santa Anna ordered the military to occupy the region in 1842,
thereafter it was a department of the state of Chia\pas.[‘8
The Liberal-Conservative struggles during this first period usually
pitted Tuxtla, Chiapa, and Comitan against San Cristdbal, San Bartolome’,
and Simojovel. The first Liberal caudillo, Joaquin Miguel Gutiérrez,
was a tuxtleco (in 1848 a Liberal state government changed the name of
Tuxtla to Tuxtla Gutiérrez. The same decree changed San CristGbal to
San Crist®bal Las Casas in honor of Chiapas' first bishop). Gutilrrez
faced the opposition of the ayuntamiento of San Cristbbal, the bishop of
Chiapas, and eventually the president of Mexico. The second Liberal

caudillo was Angel Albino Corzo of Chiapa (Chiapa was later changed to

Chiapa de Corzo). Like Gutiférrez, Corzo was forced to transfer the seat
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of government from San Cristdbal to Tuxtla and Chiapa at various times
because of highland opposition.l'g

Angel Albino Corzo dominated Chiapanecan politics from 1855 to 1864.
As jefe politico of Chiapa and commander of the largest and most
cohesive national guard unit in the state, Corzo rose to power. In
1855 he became governor and seconded the Plan de Ayutla, the proclaimation
which initiated the great reform movement of Juan Alvarez, Benito Juirez,
Miguel Lerdo de Tejada, Guillermo Prieto, and Melchor Ocampo. Corzo
successfully defended his government against clerically led and
financed Conservative forces in 1858-1859 and again in 1863-1864. 1In
conformity with the new Constitution of 1857 and the national reform
laws of 1859, Corzo disentailed Church and communal indian property,
abolished monasteries, eliminated the civil obligation to pay parish
fees, decreed the absolute separation of Church and State, and expelled
the Bishop of Chiapas for interference in political affairs. He
diminished the capacity of the Church in San Crist6bal to make and unmake
state governments. The other lasting consequence of the Reform, and
particularly the wars it engendered, was the rise of a few powerful
caudillos: Julifn Grajales of Chiapa, Miguel Utrilla of San Cristdbal,
Jos€ Pantalebn Domfnguez of Comit@n, Sebastiin Escobar of Tapachula, and
Pomposo Castellanos of Tuxtla Gutiétrez.so

Governor Corzo was illegally unseated in 1864 by General Porfirio
dfaz of Oaxaca, who imposed his comrade-in-arms General Jos€ Pantalebn
Donfnguez. The Liberal caudillos who dominated Chiapas after 1864
always firmly supported the central Mexican government and, except in
1875, did not interfere one with the other. General Grajales, Escobar,

and Castellanos in 1875 combined to depose Governor Dominguez during the
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Tuxtepec rebellion which brought Porfirio Dfaz to power in Mexico City.
Escobar replaced Dominguez as governor from 1877 to 1878, Utrilla
occupied the post from 1879 to 1883, and two of Domfnguez' supporters,
Jos€ Marfa Ramfrez and Manuel Caracosa presided over the Chiapas
government from 1883 to 1891.Sl
Although Chiapas and its caudillos remained loyal to the national
regime after 1876, political cohesion within the state was still very
weak. In 1878 the customs inspector at Comitin wrote that "there is
peace because there is no man who can serve as a popular caudillo."sz
He explained that Escobar was boss of Soconusco, Grajales ruled Tuxtla
and Chiapa de Corzo, Domfnguez controlled Comitéin, and Utrilla (who was
governor) governed San Cristbbal Las Casas. There was peace because
each left the others in peace. This kind of peace, he continued, "was
without advantage for both society and the country."s3 During the 1880s
the state was reduced to only three prominent cacicazgos: Escobar in
Soconusco, Grajales in the Central Lowlands, and the governor (whoever
he was) in the Central Highlands. Because of its distance from the
center of the state, Pichucalco was also independent of state government
control. Grajales, for example, would not permit state control over
taxation in his region and even federal bureaucrats in Soconusco owed
their positions and gave their first loyality to Escobar.54 Governor
Caracosa informed President Dfaz in 1891 that '"the sentiment of localism
is very deep rooted in the sons of each community in this state,">”
Caracosa took one of the most important steps toward the central-
ization of state government power in 1890. In that year be began to
suppress the acabalas (taxes on commerce in transit) collected by the

municipalities and which brought in the bulk of municipal revenues. In
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order to compensate the municipalities the governor ordered that they
receive one-half of the alcohol distillation tax revenues. This solution,
however, impoverished municipal treasuries and favored the alcohol-
producing highlands much more than the lowlands. It is also likely that
the larger towns ignored the ruling altogether. The measure certainly
damaged Caracosa's popularity in the state‘56

The system of regional caudillos became too restrictive for land-
owners and merchants in Chiapas by the 1880s. Telesforo Merodio, for
example, complained that Escobar impeded "progress and improvement in
order to prevent anyone from surpassing his local influence or arousing

ideas of equality and true democracy."57 Domaciano Gémez of Chiapa de

Corzo reported that because of caudillismo "it is not possible to freely

w58

[farm] in the department. To hacendado Lauro Candiani of Tapachula,

Escobar appeared an absolute cacigue, "duefio of our lives and haciendas."59
The cycle of weak government was nearing completion by the 1890s.
Chiapanecans had rejected centralized government in the 1820s. The

first steps toward political consolidation were taken during the Reform,

vhen the Liberal faction soundly defeated the Conservatives and

diminished the political capacity of the Church. After the wars of
reform and intervention political fragmentation diminished when a few
Liberal caudillos came to exercise power in the state. The formation of

cacicazgos can be viewed as an intermediate step in political central-

ization, between municipal autonomy and state government control., By
the 1880s and 1890s, however, hacendados began to look for a strong
central state government to free them from capricious caudillos, and to

build roads, bridges, seaports, railroads, and telegraph networks.
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A NEW ELITE

Political consolidation in Chiapas, particularly in the 1890s and
beyond, was accomplished by and on behalf of a new agricultural and
commercial elite. The tradition-bound elite of San Cristbbal Las Casas,
militarily defeated during the Reform, became indifferent to political
participation and economic expansion. Gradually entrepreneurs, hacendados
in the peripheral departments and recent immigrants to the state,
became a powerful economic group and looked to government for assistance
and support.

Liberal political domination and the rule of a lowland hacendado,

Angel Albino Corzo, from 1855 to 1864 was due to more than one caudillo's
ability to raise and maintain an army. By the time Corzo took power, a
shift in the regional distribution of wealth had long been under way in
Chiapas. Attracted by greater extensions of land, better soils, and
easier trade outlets, hacendados and ambitious artisans and laborers had
been abandoning the highlands to settle in the Central Lowlands. The
settlement of new towns best reflects this most important trend. La
Concordia was founded in 1836, San Fernando in 1851, Villa Flores and
Villa Corzo sometime during the Reform. Immigrants to the state, like
the Spaniard José Antonio Rabasa in 1857, settled in the lowland valleys
and established ranches. The return to sugar and cotton cash crops

also encouraged agricultural expansion in the central valley.eo One can
see the economic preponderance of the Western and Southern districts

by 1855 in Table 1. (See Appendix.) By the time of the Reform this
shift was sufficiently advanced to assure the victory of the Liberal

faction. It was later accelerated by the highland Caste War of 1869-
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1870 and the transfer of the state capital in 1892 from San Cristbbal
to Tuxtla Gutiérrez.

The elite in Chiapas by the 1870s and 1880s was a larger, more
heterogeneous and entrepreneurial class than ever before. The Reform
had led to a great expansion of landowners of both large and small
properties. (See Table 2 in Appendix.) There was also an increase of
immigration into Chiapas after the Reform. Two-thirds of all foreign
residents in the state in 1885 had arrived since 1867. (See Table 3 in
Appendix.) The majority of the immigrants were professionals or
artisans. One successful story was that of José Antonio Rabasa, a
Spaniard, who established a ranch near Ocozocoautla in the 1850s, was
a successful hacendado by the 1880s, and father of the state's governor
in the 1890s. A large infusion of Germans contributed to the
transformation of elite society and Chiapas itself. Guillermo Steinpreis,
for example, established a brewery in San Cristobal, Herna Munch a
pharmacy valued at $40,000 (unless otherwise indicated, all references
to currency are in Mexican pesos), and José Aggeler earned enough money
as an hacienda manager to set up an electric plant in San Cristébal.61
The most successful Germans, immigrants from Guatemala to Soconusco, were
coffee planters. By the early 1890s they had transformed that region
into the wealthiest department in Chiapas.62

Landowners and merchants not only became frustrated with the regional
strongmen after the Reform but also with the slow pace of economic
development in Chiapas. The word "modernizacién'" entered the Chiapanecan
vocabulary in the 1870s at about the time when some entrepreneurs began
to question the passive role of state government. A positive role for

. 6 .
government began to be discussed in Chiapas. 3 One editor asserted in
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1888 that "the hour for reforms nears, the capitalists are fixing their
sights upon Chiapas."64 The state government, however, was slow to
respond to the new demands expected of it. Governor Utrilla in 1884,

for example, asserted that the laws protecting the rights of landowners
and property were the principal. means for the enrichment of the region.65
As in the late colonial period, the material interests and perceived
needs of an important segment of the regional elite were not in harmony

with the customary function of government.
REFLECTIONS

After a short period of settling in the imperial Spanish State
consolidated its authority and power in Chiapas in the sixteenth-century.
Government permeated colonial society, dominated the indian villages,
and directed the local economy. There were royal monopolies, corporate
exemptions, and minute public regulation of every economic activity.

By the end of the eighteenth-century royal efforts to further centralize
and bureaucratize America coincided with an economic recession in

Central America. The suppression of the repartimiento de indios added
to the sentiment in Chiapas that the imperial State, particularly its
regional manifestation in Guatemala, was out of touch with the require-
ments of the province. The Spanish crisis of 1808-1821 and the
revolutionary movement of Agustfn de Iturbide in Mexico provided the
opportunity and motivation for two profound political changes in Chiapas;
independence from Spain and Guatemala and emancipation from centralized
government., In the quest for regional prosperity elite Chiapanecans

rejected the Spanish Leviathan.
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Fragmentation of sovereignty and political instability in Chiapas
from 1821 to 1891 facilitated the political dominance of the landed elite
and the shift of resources and political power from the Central Highlands
around San CristObal Las Casas to the Central Lowlands near Tuxtla
Gutiérrez and Chiapa de Corzo. Unhampered by policies and regulations
of a powerful national State, landowner-politicians in Chiapas developed
those land and labor practices and laws most conducive to the expansion
and aggrandizement of their own class. Political fragmentation prevented
the cristobalense elite from impeding the growth and development of the
Central Lowlands. Gradual and limited recentralization of power in the
region did occur in the nineteenth-century, largely as a result of the
successful Liberal reform movement in the 1850s and 1860s. The Liberal's
rise to power in Chiapas was a function of Liberal success in Mexico City
and the shift in wealth and population from tierra frfa to tierra
caliente. The Liberal victory contributed to the consolidation of the
Mexican State in Chiapas in two ways. First, the Liberal reforms
diminished the rival political authority of the Catholic Church. Second,
the Liberal victory led to the establishment of greater political stability
as Chiapas was parcelized into only three or four cacicazgos dominated
by Liberal caudillos replacing the anarchy of municipal autonomy.

Chiapas was again ready for strong and centralized government by the
1890s. After seventy years of political instability and passive rule,
government began to be viewed by the most dynamic element of society --
commercial farmers and merchants —- as a necessary instrument for the
modernization and development of the region. Strong central government
vas seen as a means for destroying local tyrannies and promoting regional
prosperity. Chiapas was poised on the threshold of full integration

into the Mexican State.



PART ONE:

1891-1910
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CHAPTER TWO
THE STATE IS MOVING

The action of the state in the functioning
of the general government will be the most
powerful force for assuring the stability of
institutions, the dignity of the villages,
and the majesty of the nation.

Emilio Rabasa, 1912

Seflor Rabasa may justly be regarded as the
harbinger of Progress and commercial activity.

U.S. Consul Albert Brickwood, 1910

Chiapas set off op @ new course in the early 1890s. Commercial
farming began to assume importance for the first time since the colonial
ePoch, entrepreneurs immigrated to the state to establish coffee
Plantations, apg the state government initiated a program of political
centralization and economic development. Politicians, editors, and
cltizens spoke of 5 vague "spirit of enterprise” and of "regeneration
and progregg" finally revitalizing Chiapas. Governor Emilio Rabasa in
1892 OPtimistically declared that "the state is moving."1 Many believed
the region had embarked upon the road to modernity.

The 8ubernatorial administration of Emilio Rabasa (1891-1894)
coincided witp and gave impetus to many of the changes that were taking

Place in Chiapas at the time. Rabasa took the first significant and

.
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deliberate steps toward the formation of the centralized and inter-

ventionist State in Chiapas. The history of modern Chiapas begins here.

CAPITALIST MODERNIZATION HAD BEGUN

President Porfirio Dfaz's program of "order and progress" produced
no recognizable benefits for Mexico until the 1880s and 1890s. A new
commercial code was passed by congress in 1884 lifting restrictions.

A reformed mining law in 1887 and special banking legislation in 1897
helped restructure the national economy. Massive railroad construction
projects got underway in the 1880s and during the 1890s the Diaz

administration balanced the national budget and refunded the internal

and foreign debt. 'Capitalist modernization,' argues historian John
Coatsworth, "had begun."z

Mexico's new liberal economic environment and political stability
attracted foreign capital and entrepreneurs. North American and British
investors built the railroads, electric plants, commercial plantationms,
and refurbished the mining industry. In Chiapas, following the border
accord between Mexico and Guatemala in 1882, German planters from
Cuatemala began to establish coffee fincas in the Soconusco district.
At a time of high coffee prices, these planters expanded into Chiapas
in search of virgin and inexpensive land. Their success in Guatemala
and the high coffee market prices of the late 1880s and early 1890s led
to a natural spillover into Mexico. The expansion of coffee cultivation
provided the single most important push for economic growth in Chiapas
during the porfiriato.3

Most of the early purchases of land for coffee cultivation were



o

L




37

made for only centavos per hectare from survey and colonization companies
which had obtained from the federal government the right to sell and
colonize over four million acres of public lands in Chiapas. A North
American concern, Louis Huller and Company, obtained the second concession
in 1886. In exchange for making an accurate survey of all national lands
in the state, the company was granted the right to sell one-third of the
total concession and colonize the remaining two-thirds. Fertile coffee
land sold in the late 1880s for sixty or seventy centavos per hectare
rose in value to fifty to one hundred pesos in the mid-1890s and well
over three hundred pesos by 1910.4

Coffee cultivation became an incredibly profitable industry in
Chiapas. In 1892 it was estimated that coffee produced for seven centavos

a pound could be sold for over twenty centavos. Plantations of only

250 hectares could gross from $75,000 to $100,000 U.S. dollars a year.
In 1892 there were twenty-six large coffee plantations in Soconusco.5

As the best coffee lands in Soconusco were purchased in the early
1890s, coffee production spread to other parts of Chiapas. The departments
of Tuxtla, Palenque, Simojovel, and Mezcalapa became major producers
and by the end of the decade there was some coffee production in nearly
every municipality in the state. Coffee exports brought millions of pesos
into the state each year, contributing significantly to the increase
of agricultural investment and commerce. The new tax revenues which
accrued to the region from coffee strengthen the state government and
made possible many of the reforms and developmental projects carried out
by Emilio Rabasa and his successors.6

The 1880s and 1890s also witnessed the expansion of agriculture in
the Central Lowlands, and in the departments of Pichucalco and TonalZ.

The revival of cacao production in Pichucalco by Spanish and Mexican



v




e e
38

entrepreneurs, also due to higher prices, rivaled only Soconusco in
importing wealth into Chiapas. Fingueros and rancheros in Pichucalco
possessed easy river transport to and a ready market in San Juan Bautista,
Tabasco.7 In the Central Lowlands an ambitious ranchero class developed,
attracted by fertile lands at good prices and easy river transportationm.
The entire state reported only 501 ranchos in 1877. By 1895, however,

due to the denunciations of national and village ejido lands, the
department of Chiapa counted 527 ranchos alone, Tuxtla 240, Tonala 368,
Soconusco 530, and Pichucalco 529.8 This group of entrepreneurial
rancheros and hacendados sought the destruction of cacicazgos and the
constitution of an active state government that would, above all, construct

a network of roads and railroads. This element in Chiapas was the

constituency behind capitalist modernization, and the administration of

Emilio Rabasa. 4

IMILIO RABASA

When Emilio Rabasa became governor of Chiapas in 1891 Porfirio Dfaz
had fully consolidated his political power in Mexico. His presidential
tern from 1888 to 1892 demonstrated to ally and rival alike that he
could survive consecutive reelections. By the end of his third term in

n10 It was in

office Dfaz had become "el indispensable, el necesario.
this political environment of increasing centralization by Porfirio Dfaz,
and under the tutelage of Rabasa, that Chiapas began to be integrated
into the national Mexican State.

Dfaz's candidate for governor of Chiapas in 1891 possessed a number

of qualities which recommended him to the emerging entrepreneurial elite
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in the state and to Dfaz himself. In the first place, Rabasa was a native
of the Central Lowlands. His parents, Jos€ Antonio Rabasa and Manuela
Estebanell de Rabasa, moved to Chiapas in the 1850s and purchased a modest
ranch near Ocozocuautla in the department of Tuxtla. Don José was a
Spanish emigrant who had lived in New Orleans and Mexico City before
finally settling on the Chiapanecan frontier. Neither poor nor rich, he
was a hardworking man who hade his ranch "Jesds" a profitable enterprise.
Perhaps more than anything, he was ambitious for his two sons.
José and Manuela's third child, Emilio, was born on May 22, 1855.
At the age of twelve Emilio Rabasa Estebanell was enrolled at the
Institute of Arts and Sciences in Oaxaca City, the same school where
Benito Jufrez and Porfirio Dfaz had studied as boys. His professional
studies were undertaken at the School of Law, also in Oaxaca, and he
received his degree in 1878 at the age of twenty-two. By all accounts he
was an excellent student and possessed an outstanding intellect.
Following law school Rabasa dabbled in Chiapanecan and Oaxacan
politics. In 1881 he was elected to the Chiapas state legislature and
one year later appointed professor of law at the State Institute of the
Sciences. From 1885 to 1886 Rabasa served as private secretary to
Oaxaca's governor, Luis Mier y Terdn. He moved to Mexico City in 1886
to take up an appointment as federal judge and to teach law. As a
result of his talent, ambition, and influencial friends he was appointed
to the supreme court of justice and shortly thereafter, he became
Attorney General of the Federal District. During his five year
residence in Mexico City Rabasa found time to write five novels, he
collaborated with Rafael Reyes Spindola to revive the newspaper EI

Universal, and with his fellow Chiapanecan Victor Manuel Castillo he
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founded the prestigeous legal journal La Revista de Legislacibn y
Jurisprudencia. As a result of his school-days friendship with Rosendo
Pineda (a close advisor to President Dfaz), Rabasa became acquainted
with many of the most important politicians in Mexico, including Porfirio
Diaz himself. He also became identified with the group of progressive
politicians and intellectuals known, some years later, as cientificos.
In 1891, at the age of thirty-six, Rabasa became the youngest governor
in Mexico.lz

Aside from his obvious talent and acquaintences, Rabasa received the
governor's office in Chiapas for several practical reasons. The current
governor, Manuel Caracosa, had lost his bid for a second term as a
result of a financial scandal surrounding a proposed Chiapanecan railroaui.l3
Further, during Caracosa's term the state debt had grown from $30,000 to
over $200,000 without any noticeable imprcvements.14 The governor's
personal life also contributed to his unsuitability. Although Caracosa
was married, he lived with another woman and scandalized "culta sociedad"
in San Cristébal.l®

Having ruled out Caracosa in mid-1891, President Dfaz chose Emilio
Rabasa. Unlike the other petitioners for the post, Rabasa neither led
nor belonged to any camarilla (political clique) in the state. He owed
his political career entirely to Dfaz. Rabasa returned to Chiapas as
a national politician, independent of local political groupings, and
possessing a broad, modern vision of the purpose of government. Finally,
Rabasa's backers in Mexico City, Rosendo Pineda and other cientfficos,
saw Rabasa's candidacy as an important step away from outdated localism

and personalism and one step toward the spread of scientific, intelligent,

.t 716
and non-militaristic government throughout Mexico.
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Emilio became governor of Chiapas at a propitious time by providing
a definite direction for the emerging entrepreneurial class in Chiapas.
This convergence, furthermore, occured at the beginning of the decade
which witnessed Mexico's most rapid economic growth in the nineteenth-
century. It seemed to a number of his contemporaries that the age of
progress and modernity had finally come to Chiapas. ''Regeneration and
progress,' according to El Monitor Republicano, summed up the Rabasa

program for Chiapas.17

The governor, wrote another supporter, '"took
hold of the reins of the state government at the most opportune time;
all of his valor, all of his influence, all of his integrity, and all
of his energy was necessary in order to put Chiapas on the road to real

progress. 8

A COMPLETELY NEW PROGRAM OF GOVERNMENT

Emilio Rabasa's program of regeneration and progress had a dual
nature: political and developmental. The centralization of power and
authority within the state government contributed, in a large way, to
the success of the developmental reforms and projects. Rabasa believed
that to get Chiapas moving he had to strengthen his own position and
office. The governor, however, inherited a relatively weak office and
a politically fragmented state. The governor's authority did not
extend very far into Escobar's Soconusco, Grajales' Chiapa, or
Contreras' Pichucalco. In San Cristbbal Las Casas the clergy and
certain important families possessed considerable influence on the conduct
of the government. The situation required strong and dramatic actionm.

In mid-1892 Governor Rabasa transfered the state government from
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San Cristébal to Tuxtla Gutifrrez. In a number of letters to President
Dfaz, Rabasa explained that the move was due to the high cost of food
in the highlands which necessitated higher salaries, the apathy and
laziness of cristobalenses, the undue influence of the clergy, and the
commercial importance of Tuxtla Guciérraz.l9 The most important reasons,
however, were mote symbolic than concrete. First in importance was the
desire to establish an entirely new governing center and bureaucracy,
free of the pernicious influences that plagued all governments in San
Cristébal. When the government did move to Tuxtla a number of
cristobalense politicians and lawyers refused to follow, a result
probably anticipated by Rabasa. Second, the move represented an
important geographical reorientation of Chiapas. Whereas San Cristdbal
was located on the trade route to Guatemala and most of the important
cristobalense families maintained close ties with Guatemala, Tuxtla
Gutidrrez was the gateway to Mexico City. Tuxtlecos, furthermore, were
a more diverse group of immigrants, foreigners, and Mexican educated
elite., Already the commercial center of the Central Lowlands, Tuxtla
soon became the undisputed business, transportation, as well as political
center of the state. For Rabasa, the transfer of the government signified
nothing less than the rebirth of Chiapas.20

The transfer of the government strengthened Rabasa's position
within his own government but it did little to rid him of the state's
central political problem, the caudillos. Given the ability of the
caudillos Escobar and Grajales to disrupt his administration, Rabasa
approached this problem cautiously and slowly. The governor did, however,
have Dfaz's support and therefore the stronger position. When, for

example, General Escobar sent two of his nephews to confer with Rabasa
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early in his term over the election of certain favored persoms, Dfaz
informed Rabasa "to comply only with his requests of public im:eres\:s."21
Soon after taking office Rabasa established a state rural police
force, the seguridad pl’zblica, dependent upon the governor, to reduce
banditry, quiet political troublemakers, and enfore decrees in remote
parts of the state. This force eventually comprised ten officers, over
one-hundred soldiers well armed, and a captain originally from Oaxaca.22
The governor replaced nearly everyone who had served in the Caracosa
administration, and most departmental political officers, jefes palfticos.
He staffed many of the most important post in the state government with
oaxaqueflos (natives of Oaxaca), individuals he had previously known and
trusted.23 The system by which jefes politicos were "elected" by
citizens of the departments was revamped so that the officials became
political appointees of the governor and served at his (and Dfaz's)
will. The post of visitador de jefaturas (Inspector General) was
established to examine the conduct of the jefes polfticos. The visitador
could overrule or dismiss a jefe polftico if he found it necessary.zl‘
Rabasa's new political order, not unexpectedly, encountered
resistance. The transfer of the govermment to Tuxtla Gutifrrez produced
almost universal disapproval in San CristObal. One cristobalense
complained anonymously to the federal government that the abandonment
of San Crist®bal would lead to the economic decline of the highlands,
a worsening of conditions for Chiapas' indigenous population, and
could possibly lead to another caste war.25 Former governors Miguel
Utrilla and Manuel Caracosa opposed the move and Joaquin Ortega, a
highland hacendado, saw a personal motive in Rabasa's action. Ortega

complained to Dfaz that "Governor Rabasa has been completely hostile
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; 26 3 )
to this capital." The transfer remained a constant source of discord

within Chiapas until 1911, when a military effort to recover the
capital for San Crist6bal failed.

Governor Rabasa's appointments of new jefes polfticos, customs
officials, judges, tax collectors, and even office workers also
encountered resistance. Within two months of assuming office, Rabasa
persuaded Dfaz to replace a number of customs officials and military
officers located in Tapachula and Tonal{ who were Escobar loyalists.
Rabasa's new jefe polftico for Soconusco, Manuel Figuerro of Oaxaca,
was appointed without the traditional consultation with the soconucense
caudillo. After several conflicts between Escobar's municipal president
and Rabasa's jefe polftico, Escobar demanded that Dfaz remove Figuerro.

Rabasa, however, refused to compromise, commenting: "I have confidence

in [Figuerro] since he is new to Tapachula and entirely independent of
the parties or bands that exist in that city."27

General Escobar was assassinated in the street in 1893, most likely
by his political rival Juan Félix Zepeda. Rabasa soon thereafter
informed Dfaz that "I have indicated to the jefe polftico that now
with the assassination, he will take this advantage to make sure that
Soconusco will never again have r:.aciqmes."28 Jefe polftico Figuerro
made some personnel changes in the local government and confiscated 211
rifles and over twenty boxes of ammunition, Escobar's personal armory.29
The Escobar cacicazgo no longer existed when Rabasa returned to Mexico
City in 1894, Thereafter an oligarchy of local merchants, coffee barons,
and cattlemen dominated local government in Soconusco, remaining fully
30

cooperative and submissive to the government in Tuxtla Gutiérrez.

Rabasa's encroachment into Juli&n Grajales territory of Chiapa de
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Corzo was less spectacularly (and definitively) successful than his
demolition of the Escobar cacicazgo; for one thing Grajales lived
another ten years. Yet, the mystique Grajales had cultivated over
twenty years was shattered under Rabasa. The governor's appointment of
individuals outside the Grajales camarilla for post in the state
government and in Chiapa de Corzo brought cries of harassment from the

' wrote Grajales

o0ld caudillo. "The enemies that I have in this city,"
to Diaz, "are now placed in the principal political posts suitable to
molest me when it pleases them best."31 Later in the year he again
complained that "I do not think it is just or reasonable to be molested
by those I had to fight before."32 Although Diaz feigned sympathy for
his old comrade in arms, he did not call off Rabasa. When Rabasa
resigned in 1894 Grajales told the president, "all of Chiapas, absolutely
everyone, wants an independent and impartial Governor, and not one
proposed by Rabasa."33 Grajales was to be disappointed.

Elsewhere in the state, the extension of the authority of the
governor and the state government had top priority as well. In San
Crist6bal Rabasa avoided difficulties with the local authorities by
placing a personal friend and political supporter, Manuel J. Trejo,
in the municipal presiclem:y.34 In 1893 the governor established the
partido (administrative district) of Motozintla to project state
authority in this remote region and end conflicts between the
departments of Comitdn and Soconusco over demarcation of the boundary
line.35

As Rabasa prepared to leave state government early in 1894 he
recalled for Dfaz some of the achievements of his administration. Among
those he singled out was the progress of political consolidation. "The

departments of Soconusco, Chiapa, and Pichucalco," wrote Rabasa,
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"previously removed from the action of the government, are now entirely
submissive."36 Under Rabasa the state government became the only
significant focus of political power in Chiapas. Years later, one of
Chiapas' most respected revolutionary leaders, Luis Espinosa, recalled

that Emilio Rabasa '"developed and put into practice a completely new

7
program of government which until then was unknown in Chiapas."3
THE INTERVENTIONIST STATE
The developmental program of the Rabasa administration -- fiscal

reform, road construction, agrarian reform, and educational development --
although not strictly political in nature, did nevertheless contribute
significantly to the formation of the modern State in Chiapas. 1In

each area the state government took on a decidedly new and expanded role
in the economic and social life of the region. In the struggle for
regional prosperity, Rabasa gave an important impetus to the
interventionist State. His porfirian and revolutionary successors
continued and eventually completed the edifice begun in 1891.

In the area of fiscal reform Governor Rabasa entered upon his task
with an important head start. As mentioned in Chapter One, Governor
Caracosa began the task of suppressing the municipal transit taxes on
commerce. Rabasa continued (and by one account finished) this campaign
against the alcabalas, a policy that had profound political and
economic implications for the state. By diminishing the revenues of
local governments, municipalities became more and more dependent upon
state government largess, and as a consequence, less politically

independent. The suppression of the alcabalas also contributed to the
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expansion of trade throughout Chiapas. No longer burdened by tax
collectors in each town, landowners and merchants found it profitable
to market their produce and manufactures in other parts of the state
and even outside of Chiapas.38

Following the president's instruction, Rabasa made fiscal reform
his first priority. The state's financial situation demanded strong
and immediate action; Rabasa had inherited a disaster. Bondholders of
the Chiapas railroad scheme were demanding payment, the state debt had
ascended to over $200,000 from only $30,000 four years earlier, and the
fiscal system of the state government was disorganized and <:or:rupt.39
Upon taking office, Rabasa appointed a special commission to study the
state's tax structure and collection system and recommend reforms.
Acting upon the commission's suggestions, Rabasa increased the rural
property valuations from five million pesos to seventeen million pesos
(leaving rural properties still undervalued, it was estimated, by half).
He also reduced and prorated property and commercial taxes and tightened
collection procedures.40 The governor established the State Treasurer
General's Office to coordinate tax collection and expenditures. By

law this office was required to publish quarterly financial balances as

well as the income of each rent collector. The rent collectors, for the

first time, were regularly audited by accountants of the central office.['l
Through new appointments and closer vigilance Rabasa attempted to
reduce smuggling into Chiapas from Guatemala and off the Pacific shore.
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This problem, however, continued to plague his successor for many years.
Rabasa's program of fiscal reform proved successful for the state.
State government revenues, according to Rabasa, doubled in two years,

from $180,000 in 1891 to $359,000 in 1894. (See Table 4 in Appendix.)
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For the first time in Chiapanecan history, property taxes brought in
more revenue than the highly regressive head tax. "This was the
charge that you entrusted to me in 1891," Rabasa informed Dfaz," and I
believe I have now complied with it, without coersion or violence,
although with the discontent of two or three friends who previously had
paid x\othing."“
The new fiscal order provided the resources for the state government
to begin a program of public works, from roads to schools. Rabasa's
most favored project was the construction of a network of roads,
telegraph and telephone lines. 1In 1891, when Rabasa began his duties,
Chiapas possessed nothing that could even remotely be called a road.“’
Earlier efforts to establish a network of roads by contracting the work
to private companies had come to nothing. What commerce there was in
Chiapas was carried by canoe or on the backs of indian carriers along
centuries-old trails and paths.45 Governor Francisco Ledn (1895-1899),
the military officer in charge of road construction under Rabasa,
expressed his opinion concerning the delay in constructing roads in
Chiapas. "In these regions [San CristObal, Simojovel, Childn, and
Palenque] the capitalists raise objections to the reparation of roads
because they find it less costly to be served by cargadores [indian

46

carriers] who are paid a trifle and work like mules...." According

to Lebn, the highland elite possessed no pressing need for roads.

Governor Rabasa initiated construction of the first highway in
Chiapas, running from the border of Oaxaca to Arriaga, Tuxtla Gutiérrez,
Chiapa de Corzo, San Cristdbal, Comitn, and the border with Guatemala.
Earlier governments had planned for the state's first road to link

San Cristobal and San Juan Bautista, Tabasco which was the route best
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suited for the Central Highlands. Rabasa dispensed with roadbuilding
concessions and subsidies and, with the approval of President D:faz,
instructed the 10th army batallion to do the work; materials and salaries
were financed by state revenues. By the end of Rabasa's term the
Oaxaca to San Cristbbal segment had been completed.lﬂ To Rabasa the
highway's significance was "to open [Chiapas] to becoming Mexican."48
The Rabasa administration also expanded the telegraph network (begun in
1886), constructed the first telephone lines in the state, and
channelized the Grijalva river above Tuxtla to permit river travel and
commerce to the Gulf of Mexico. Improved seaport facilities were
constructed at Tonald and San Benito (off Tapachula), thereby permitting
large vessels to pick up Chiapanecan commodities for export,
particularly the growing quantities of (:offee.l'9

The roadbuilding program initiated during the Rabasa administration
brought incalculable benefits to Chiapas. The state highway, like the
government's move to Tuxtla Gutiérrez, put Chiapas in closer contact
with Mexico. This road opened the agriculturally rich Central Lowlands
to the port at Tonal4d and markets in the Central Highlands and the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec, thereby giving an important impulse to
commercial, export-oriented agriculture in that region. Since the road
favored Rabasa's lowland constituency more than the highlands, it
became part of a discriminatory pattern of development which was to
have important consequences later, particularly in 1911. Its effect,
however, is apparent even today.

In the liberal tradition of Julrez and Lerdo de Tejada, Emilio
Rabasa strongly believed that the division of communal village lands

and the creation of a new class of peasant farmers would promote
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productive capitalist agriculture and the integration of the indian
into Mexican society. To advance these goals Rabasa enacted and
vigorously enforced a measure (prior to the 1894 federal Ley de
Ocupacién y Enajenacidn de Terrenos Baldz’c)s)50 to divide all ejido
land in Chiapas into private parcels. Jefes politicos were instructed
to set up municipal commissions to oversee the division and the sale
of plots to individuals. These commissions were required by law to
apportion five-hectare plots at no cost to those heads of families who
could not afford the payment schedule. Well-to-do indians and ladino
campesinos in most communities were able to purchase enough land to
form respectable ranchos and accentuate the class differences already
existent in small villages. Only the most destitute received the
minimum free allotments (from 10% to 50% of a village's population,
generally). Many more, however, received no land at all due to
corruption and residency requirements. Proceeds of the land sales were
to be used for local public works and schools and twenty percent was
to be forwarded to the state treasury.5

Emilio Rabasa's agrarian reform, called "el reparto" and "el
fraccionamiento," was both a success and a social disaster. The
number of small property owners did increase significantly. Many
payments were less than twenty pesos a year, an affordable sum even for
some campesinos.sz The number of ranchos in Chiapas more than doubled
between 1890 and 1910.53 Enterprising sharecroppers, renters, small
merchants, and ranch foremen benefited most from this opportunity to
become a landowner.sl‘ In 1903 the average size of agricultural
properties in Chiapas was only 380 hectares, whereas the average size

of all landholdings in Mexico was 5600 hectares. One in forty
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Chiapanecans owned land by 1910. The United States Consul in 1911
noted that "Chiapas is unique among the states of Mexico for the number
of small holdings and peasant far\ners."55
The effect of the reparto upon Chiapas' villages was devastating;
the Rabasa legislation constituted the final assault upon a large number
of village ejidos in the state. Between 1893 and 1909 at least sixty-
seven village ejidos were affected. (See Table 5 in Appendix.) As the
number of ranchos and haciendas increased, communities that had been
independent for hundreds of years either disappeared or became hacienda
rancherfas. According to one report "the ejido of Pueblo Nuevo Chiapilla
was divided into lots in the year 1895 and from that date Sefor
Adrién Culebro, owner of the finca "Santa Rosalfa" and Sefor Jos& A.
Velasco, owner of the finca "El Castafio," incorporated this land into

56

their fincas." Another complaint reached President Dfaz early in

1895 from Chiapa de Corzo, accompanied by nine pages of signatures and

thumb prints. "We are trying to save the only source which provides us
life," wrote the petitioners. "It is true that we are granted lots for
w57

free but this places us in a worse condition of poverty. There were
numerous requests to Diaz and to the state government to stop the
reparto, all to no av:-u'.l.58 In 1895 Governor Fausto Moguel admitted
that "we have had some difficulties originating from the greed of some
fingueros who, to the detriment of the poorer classes, attempt to
acquire large portions of 1:-md."59

The reparto had two faces. As it added to the size of the ranchero
class it also forced even more villagers into more exploitative and less

secure work such as migrant labor, indebted servitude, sharecropping,

and baldiaje. Many villagers never received plots or were unable to
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maintain possession of them, either through fraud or sale. At the
time Rabasa believed that the distribution of parcels to villagers was
the best way to prevent large landowners from denouncing and buying up
all ejido land and leaving villagers completely landless.60 Twenty-

five years later Rabasa admitted that he had erred in permitting

parcel holders to sell their plots. Too many ended up without land,
which was not the governor's intent.61 Rabasa's attempt (and partial
success) to create a class of industrious and responsible smallholders
also led to the formation of the modern Chiapanecan working class.
Governor Rabasa's educational program was both ambitious and
realistic. After 1891 the state government took primary responsibility
for education in Chiapas. The poverty of most municipal governments

forced the state government to give direct support to rural primary

education. "When I arrived in the state," Rabasa informed Dfaz, "the
government sustained one school in the pueblo of Huistn, and no more;
today it supports more than 100 primaries of first, second, and third
class, two preparatory schools, one college of superior studies for
girls, and the Industrial-Military School. All of this is under the
supervision of the Genmeral Office of Public Instruction which previously

did not exist in the state."62 The state's budget for education climbed

from $7,000, allocated by Governor Caracosa in 1891, to $40,000 under
Rabasa‘63
In keeping with his inclination for centralization, Rabasa established

the General Office of Public Instruction to supervise the establishment

of new schools, the certification of new teachers, and the creation of
a uniform statewide curriculum. The Director General was authorized

to appoint inspectors to visit schools and municipalities to enforce the
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public instruction law and to encourage municipal and private

educational efforts. The governor added a new head tax to be used

exclusively for municipal primary schools and a law which required

landowners to maintain a primary school if more than ten school-aged

children resided on their property. Despite this flurry of legislation,

rural primary education remained entirely inadequate due to the

poverty of both state and municipal governments.“ "And still Seror

Rabasa complains, and with reason,'" wrote El Universal, 'that it is

not possible to comply with the law of obligatory education."65 The

governor did, however, take the first steps to make education a

public responsibility in modern Chiapas. He created two state-supported

preparatory schools, a night school of agricultural and technical

education for indians in San Cristbbal, and two public libraries.66
Rabasa, unlike many of his contemporaries, did not view education

as the primary means of integrating the indian population into Mexican

society. "Before teaching him to read," he insisted, "it is necessary
to liberate the indian from his misery and from the grasp of the
superior class."” He believed a hundred schools would not have as

positive effect as one railroad in improving the work and living

conditions of the indian population.67

Rabasa's new fiscal order and program of internal improvements

found greater approval and support in the Central Lowlands. David

Castellanos and Segundo Alfonso, hacendados from Comitén, believed the
higher property valuations were impoverishing their department.68
The increased property valuations of the large but generally idle

haciendas around San Cristdébal (combined with the transfer of the

government to Tuxtla Gutiérrez) made Rabasa very unpopular in tierra
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fr{a.69 Although the Rabasa developmental program tended to alienate
the highland elite, it was also creating a larger and more important
constituency in other parts of the state. This fact perhaps best

. 3 : ; i 30)
explains its continuation after Rabasa returned to Mexico City.

RABASA'S LEGACY

In his writing and government service Emilio Rabasa demonstrated
that he was a sincere liberal reformer, not unlike the North American
progressives at the turn of the century. He advocated better
sanitation in the cities, an effective and honest police force, prison
reform, and honesty in government. In his novels he criticized the
mistreatment of indians, incompetence and corruption in government,
personalism, nepotism, and sycophancy. He despised the thousands of
minor despots in Mexico. Despite his structural reforms of the state
government in Chiapas, Rabasa believed that good government rested not
so much with one form or another but with the quality of public
servants. At the level of state government the key official, he had
no doubt, was the jefe polftico and he took particular care to appoint
individuals that he personally trusted to that office.71 Rabasa was
convinced that state governments had an important role to play in the
creation of modern Mexico. That role, he later wrote, was one which
emphasized the power of the state government to promote development

while at the same time curbing the tendencies of localism and

parochialism. 2
Like other cientificos, Rabasa accepted Porfirio Dfaz as the only

alternative to anarchy but wanted to move gradually to a less
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pefsonalistic system of rule and one with more democratic pm:ceclures.73

As a political creation of Dfaz, he never failed to demonstrate his
loyality and submission to the supreme caudillo. Although Rabasa's
program of reform and development in Chiapas was his own which he
parsued with his characteristic energy and intelligence, Rabasa never
proceeded with any program, reform, or important appointment without
first consulting the president.” Rabasa was in many ways the model
governor for modern Mexico; intelligent, active, and loyal.

Rabasa had been more than just a good governor for just over two
years; he also set a tone, established precedents, created a program
of political reform and economic development supported by the active
entrepreneurial class and continued by his successors. Like Rabasa, the
four porfirian governors of Chiapas who served from 1894 to 1911 came
from the middle strata of society. Fausto Moguel, originally a tuxtleco
but living in Oaxaca when Rabasa recruited him in 1891 for state
treasurer, was appointed to finish Rabasa's term. Moguel informed Dfaz
that he would continue the Rabasa program which '"has now begun to
transform the state and which will be the base of its future prosperity."75
Lieutenant Colonel Francisco Lebn, a native of Oaxaca, was elected
governor for the period 1895-1899 upon Rabasa's recommendation. Lebn
had directed the road building program under Rabasa and Moguel and was
strongly committed to extending the reforms begun under Rabasa.76 Lebn's
successor, Rafael Pimentel, another native of Oaxaca, was the only
one of Rabasa's successors that the former governor did not select.
Governor Lebn was forced to resign due to a political scandal and
Pimentel, already in €hiapas as Dfaz's political agent, assumed the

office. Rambn Rabasa, however, Emilio's brother and an important
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politician in Chiapas in his own right, was selected state treasurer,
which gave his brother some influence during Pimentel’s term from 1899
to 1905.77 In 1905 Governor Pimentel attempted to transfer the state
government back to San Crist8bal Las Casas. The Rabasa brothers blocked
this move and Pimentel resigned. Ramon assumed the office and remained
in power until 1911.78 Emilio Rabasa was not a regional caudillo

like Bernardo Reyes in Nuevo Leén or Teodoro Dehesa in Veracruz. He
maintained an important influence in Chiapanecan affairs but he did not
dictate to his successors. Rabasa intervened in matters of importance.
His successors counted on him to be their informal representative and
Chiapas' agent in Mexico City. The period 1894-1911 in Chiapanecan

history clearly had Rabasa's stamp on. it.

Rabasa left the governor's office in February 1894 after serving a
few months more than two years of his four year term. As he told the
president, he wished to return to Mexico City to take care of the
education of his daughters and because of his wife's poor hea\lth.79
Rabasa was elected senator from Sinaloa and he also continued to
practice, teach, and write about law. His criticism of the Constitution
of 1857, in two books published in 1906 and 1912, were profoundly
influencial at the 1917 constitutional convention at Querétaro.go The
predominant influence of Rabasa, according to Mexican historian Daniel
Cosfo Villegas, "resulted in the enlarging of the powers of the
executive branch."gl As a governor and a political thinker, Emilio
Rabasa bridged the gap between what Mexico was and what it soon became.
On the 100th anniversary of his birth, the editors of El Universal

commented that '"Rabasa represents the culmination of liberal thought in

Mexico and he began something more, the neoliberalism of the twentieth-
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cenf.ury."82 His record in Chiapas supports this view.
REFLECTIONS

The administration of Emilio Rabasa represents a major watershed
in Chiapanecan history. Building upon the ideological concensus
which emerged from the Reform, the political stability which Porfirio
Dfaz established in the nation, and the energy and expectations of
a growing entrepreneurial class in Chiapas, Rabasa began the sustained
process of economic development and political consolidation which was
to characterize Chiapas, and Mexico, over the course of the next fifty
years. To Rabasa, government was a useful tool which could help
transform an isolated and backward region into one more prosperous and
modern. He realized, however, that before a state government could
become an effective tool of modernization it first had to centralize
and consolidate its authority. Rabasa began this process by under-
mining the power of local political bosses, strengthening the fiscal
base of state government, and establishing a new center of government.
At the same time, this governor expanded the functions of state
government. It began to intervenme in a major way in the regional
society and economy through road construction, reform of village land
tenure, and support for education. At this early stage in national
State formation in Mexico, regional (state) governments assumed a role
which was just as important as that preformed by the national government
in furthering that process.

The efforts of the Chiapas state government in the early 1890s ip

promoting both political and economic modernization, in light of later
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developments, may seem meager and certainly was insufficient to the
task at hand. A beginning, however, was effected. More than in any

other period, the genesis of modern Chiapas can be found here.




CHAPTER THREE

REFORM AND DISCORD

For some time the Government of this
state has imposed upon itself the
necessity of putting an end to the
servitude of indebted workers. Humanity
and political economy, civilization and
the temper of our institutions demand
it.

Francisco Ledn, 1896

The cristobalenses will not be content
until they have the government there.
The motive of their constant conspiracy
is to recover it.

Francisco Ledn, 1896

Emilio Rabasa returned to Mexico City in 1894 yet the course he set
for Chiapas during his two year administration endured and his personal

influence in Chiapanecan affairs remained considerable. Fausto Moguel,

selected by Rabasa to serve out his term, was little more than a
caretaker governor. Moguel kept Rabasa's appointees, continued work on
the Rabasa program, and provided for the election of Francisco Lebn.
"One of the most progressive governors of the Republic,"l Ledn tested

the limits of porfirian toleration of liberal reform and found it most

inflexible. During the Lefn administration the regional elites of

59
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Pichucalco and Comitdn became dissatisfied with the Rabasa program,

and malcontents in San Cristbbal Las Casas became ever more determined

to return the capital to their city and rid the state of Emilio Rabasa's
influence. Despite the best of intentioms, Leon left Chiapas politically
polarized. He failed to achieve his labor reform and the pacification

of San Cristbbal, yet this administration demonstrated the propensity,

if not the capacity, for instituting significant social reform. With
national regimes in power which encouraged social and economic reforms,

later state governments would succeed where Lebn had not.
THE MOGUEL INTERREGUM

Governor Fausto Moguel served out the remaining nineteen months of
Emilio Rabasa's term and prepared Francisco Lebn's accession to the
governor's office. Two events of importance, events which were to have
lingering effects for years to come, took place during the interregum
of 1894-1895.

A war scare during the winter of 1894 threatened to make Chiapas
the battlefield in a conflict between Mexico and Guatemala. In 1892
Guatemalan President Justo Rufino Barrios signed the final border
accord with Mexico regarding the boundary between Guatemala and Chiapas.
Two years later, however, Barrios moved a large number of troops and
canon to the border and threatened war, primarily for domestic
political effect. President Porfirio Dfaz ordered the transfer of the

12th Batallion, then stationed in Juchitén, Oaxaca to Tapachula and
sent General Bonifacio Topete to Chiapas to report on the state's

readiness for war.2 The tension subsided by April 1895, although not
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as the result of Mexico's show of force. Due to the absense of a good
road between Juchit@n and Tapachula, the 12th Batallion reached the

border only after a long delay. For reasons of national security, Diaz
came to view the construction of a coastal railroad as a necessity.3
Although construction did not begin for another six years, the Panamerican
Railroad was conceived during the crisis.

With Emilio Rabasa's resignation in 1894, several discreet campaigns
commenced for the purpose of influencing Dfaz's selection of the next
governor of Chiapas. The common thread of all the petitions was
opposition to any Rabasa appointee and support for a native son, that
is, a cristobalense, comiteco, or chiapaneco.l. In no other city, however,

was electioneering more intense or well organized as in San Crist®bal.

Here there was a concensus among the leading citizens of adamant
opposition to any continuation of rabascismo. During the Moguel
interregnum a cristobalense camarilla was formed, united not by a caudillo

as was normally the case but by a political cause. This clique, led by

lawyers and landowners like Jesds Martinez Rojas, Jos€ H. Ruiz, Jesfs

Flores, Gregorio Culebro, Clemente Robles, and Manuel Pineda, worked

almost unceasingly over the next seventeen years to return the state
govermment to San CristGbal.’

By April 1895 the cristobalense camarilla (characterized at the time
as an "iron circle")6 had fired the ambition and captured the sympathy
of General Topete, who had assumed command of the federal army batallion
still located in San Crist®bal. Topete became their candidate for
governor in the July elections.7 Dfaz, however, supported Lebn and ordered
Governor Moguel to elect him. Lebn took office on December 1. The "Iron

Circle" was discouraged but not defeated. Rafael Pimentel, Dfaz's
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political agent in Chiapas, reported that "the supporters and directors
of Topete" continued to meet after the election and plot:.8 Manuel
Lacroix, a member of Lebn's government, informed President piaz in
December 1895 that '"this state seems content with the new government,
with the exception of certain persons of San Cristbbal." General Topete,
Lacroix continued, was slandering Ledn, calling him a drunk and worse,

in order to discredit him.9 Pimentel advised Dfaz to transfer Topete

to another state 'because at the least he would create difficulties for
Lefn in the function of his govermnent."lo General Topete was transfered
in January 1896 but the problem remained in San Cristﬁbal, as serious

and dangerous as before.
THE LEON PROGRAM

Governor Francisco Lebén, perhaps even more than Emilio Rabasa, was
an active governor. He strongly continued the road building program,
the division of ejidos, the establishment of schools, and the
centralization and consolidation of state government power and authority.
Ledn enlarged the role of the state government in the area of public
health and attempted to enact a program of labor and indian reform.
He was surely one of the most progressive governors of his time, yet
he was forced to resign from office, politically disgraced.

Chiapas' need for easier communication, according to Le6n, was
"a question of life or <1eath."11 During his tenure the state government
expended over $200,000 on road construction, which the governor accounted
for personally to avoid fraud.lz In 1896, for example, it was reported

that over 100 men were at work daily on the state highway.13 In 1898
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the state government extended the telephone network along the highway's
route.ll. The administration finished construction of the state highway,
yet, as Lebn informed Dfaz, "only the departments of Tonald, Tuxtla,
Chiapa, Las Casas, and Comitén receive the benefits of this road,
leaving without easy communication the rich departments of Palenque,
Chilén, and Sin'u:'jovel."l5 Despite this problem, however, the tuxtleco
periodical El Porvenir de Chiapas was optimistic: "One of the driving
wheels of progress is now being bu:’th."16

Governor Lebn, as Rabasa before him, invested a large percentage of
the state budget in education and, again like Rabasa, was not
encouraged by what he saw. The governor informed Dfaz in 1896:

Even though I have invested considerable sums in

this branch, the practical result has come to almost

nothing, in preparatory and professional instruction

and in primary instruction.l17
The principal cause of the underdeveloped state of education in Chiapas,
as Leén saw it, was the absolute lack of suitable professors. To correct
that deficiency, Lebn established the State Normal School.

In the area of fiscal policy the Lebn administration increased the
rate of taxation on commercial capital,18 excepted legally constituted
investment partnerships from rural property taxes in order to encourage
joint capital ventures,19 and attempted (unsuccessfully) to reduce
Chiapas' contribution to the federal treasury. During most of the
nineteenth-century the states were required to forward to Mexico City
between twenty-five to thirty percent of all taxes collected within
their jurisdiction. Certain taxes —-those levied upon the sale of
national lands, on mail and telegraph services, custom duties, and

stamp taxes on official documents -- were exclusively federal in nature.
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The national government also limited states to the collection of only a

few taxes, on property, alcohol, and individuals. In two studies

commissioned by Governor Lebn, the state treasurer calculated that from
1824 Chiapas had contributed over $13,000,000 to the federal treasury

but had received only about $100,000 from Mexico City in the form of

subsidies, emergency aid, and material improvements. The implication

was clear: Chiapas deserved more help from the national government or

less of a tax burden.zo

President Dfaz did have a plan for public improvements in Chiapas,

although his reasons had little to do with fairness. In 1896 Dfaz

informed Lebn that

for some time now Guatemala has cajoled the residents
of Soconusco and has established ports of deposit on
the frontier, in which they charge such low taxes on
coffee and the other products of Soconusco that it
amounts to a free service.

They are, furthermore, bringing a railroad to the
frontier and will ask permission to extend it into
Mexican territory. Added to this we have no railroad,
nor docks on the coast of Soconusco and the government
of the state imposes taxes that appear to be high to
the residents of Soconusco. I propose for your
consideration that the government of Guatemala is
skillfully and slyly breeding a spirit of separation
in the heart of Soconusco.2l

Dfaz promised that the national government would construct a rail-
road from Tehuantepec to Tapachula, build a steel pier on the coast,
encourage a bank to open a branch in the region, and he suggested that
Chiapas "treat Soconusco with a gentle hand and relax a little their
taxation, because the landowners there in their conversations with
Guatemalans will assure them that Soconusco is remaining firm to the

state, "2 Due to the mediation of Emilio Rabasa, a contract was signed

for the construction of a railroad (although the Chicago firm later
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backed out) and the Bank of London proposed to establish a branch bank
in Tapachula.23 Certainly a bank was needed. The German moneylenders
in Tapachula charged two to four percent a month, "signifying the ruin

25 Like the railroad, however, the

of commerce and agriculture."
establishment of a bank was delayed until 1900.

The Lebn administration took the first significant state actions
in the areas of public health and the confinement of criminals. In 1897
the state created the office of Inspector General of Public Health.
The Inspector General, and his assistants stationed in the various
towns, were authorized to inspect food industries, medicine sales,
burial practices, outbreaks of contagious diseases (with the authority
to impose quarantines), and all other matters affecting public health.z5
By the end of Lebn's term, the state's first publically supported
hospital was nearing completion.26 The state government was forced to
begin building a penitentiary, according to Lebn, due to "the scarcity
of [financial] resources of the ayuntamientos of the cabeceras of the
departments which has prevented the operation of jails due to weak

security. n2?

THIS VICIOUS AND SPINELESS CUSTOM

For over two decades, indebted servitude had given Chiapas a bad
reputation in Mexico City. During the 1870s and 1880s, Chiapas came
under attack by liberal and radical editors and reporters as the slave
state of Mexico. EI Socialista led the attack with numerous articles.28

Chiapanecans, in response, defended indebted servitude as a humane,

2
efficient, and legal contractual arrangement. i Flavio Antonio
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Paniagua, for example, editor of La Briijula, reacted strongly in 1873
to an article published in the Mexico City periodical Almavia which
alleged that slavery flourished in Chiapas. Paniagua replied that
"neither direct nor indirect, open or disguised slavery exists [in
Chiapas]."BO Fernando Zepeda, editor of the Boletin de Noticias, wrote
in 1886 in the Mexico City newspaper El Partido Liberal that there was
no perpetual service in Chiapas. Writing in response to an article
published by El Socialista, Zepeda indicated that '"by speaking in

favor of the servants, exaggerating their poor conditions, [the critics]
are instilling in them imaginary rights such as the abolition of their
debts, exciting in them the passion and disposition for rebellion,

which would be without doubt unfortunate for society and, particularly,
for the agricultural industry of the country."31 Prior to the 1890s,
landowners and intellectuals in Chiapas were most vocal in support of
indebted servitude.32 Service appeared basic to the wellbeing of

Chiapanecan agriculture; "it constitutes,' one hacendado noted, "the

principal element of life of our f.1:ncas.”33
Beginning in the 1890s, however, with the breakup of village

communal lands and the increased availability of labor, many Chiapanecans
began to believe that their economic interests were no longer bound to
servitude, but rather, demanded its demise. Liberal economic doctrine

of the age was cited to give support for the idea of free labor. In
1895, the comservative metropolitan review El Economista Mexicana, for
example, recommended " the radical modification of the system of service
in those states where there is the greatest scarcity of laborers; the
increase of salaries, the decrease of the hours of work, in a word, the

34
treatment of the pebn as a man and not as a beast.”
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The first public call for labor reform in Chiapas came in 1893.
That year the newly formed Sociedad Agricola Mexicana de Chiapas,
located in Tuxtla Gutiérrez and composed of the leading agriculturalists
of the Central Lowlands, set forth their program. They recommended the
promoting of scientific agricultural techniques, the establishment of
banks, the construction of railroads, and the correction of labor
al)uses.35 Later that year, Governor Emilio Rabasa criticized the system
of service. He asserted in his annual informe that this "problem,"
as he called it, paralyzed substantial amounts of capital which could
be more efficiently employed, and therefore, was prejudicial to both
workers and capitalists.36

Governor Ledn issued a call for an agricultural congress to resolve
the issue of indebted servitude as soon as he took office. The congress
would meet in March 1896, with each municipality assigned one delegate.37
There is no question that Lefn wished to rid Chiapas of '"this vicious
and spineless custom,' as he called it:.38 One month before the opening
of the congress, however, a portentous warning appeared in Mexico City.
El Mundo, one of the semi-official metropolian newspapers, in a direct
reference to the pending assembly in Chiapas, censured those who
would "attempt to change the economic face of the cmmtry."39

The congress which assembled in Tuxtla Gutifrrez in late March
1896 was certainly not a radical body; the nearly one hundred delegates
represented the wealthiest members of landed society.l‘0 The geographical
makeup of the congress was also weighted in favor of those departments
where indebted servitude was most important. Apparently those areas
where servitude had declined did not sent delegates.

The dominant concern of the sessions was not the humanitarian
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sentiment of improving the lives of rural workers but that of
increasing agricultural productivity, freeing the thousands of pesos
tied up in debts, and finding a solution to the geographical mal-
distribution of the work force within the state. Clemente Robles,
representative of San Cristdbal and three other municipalities,
summed up the feelings of most participants when he stated that 'the

4§ ; : 41
present system of service is bad economics for the state.'

Most

delegates agreed that the system was antiquated, prejudicial to the

worker and the hacendado. Economic self-interest, they stressed,
42

required the modification of indebted servitude.

The congress divided into two committees to study and propose
solutions to the labor problems facing the state. The agenda of the
congress included six points of which the First Committee was
responsible for points one through three and the Second Committee,
points four through six. The agenda read as follows:

First. The contract of domestic service as it is
honored in the state - does it merit the charge of
slavery as has been alleged occasionally in the
national press?

Second. The mentioned contract - does it conflict
with some of the established principles of the
Federal Constitution?

Third. Does it conform to the accepted principles
of political economy or can it be qualified as anti-

economical?

Fourth. Has the occasion arrived to abolish the
service known in the state as debt peonage?

Fifth. If affirmative - what are the most efficient
means for the amortization of the debt and the
substitution of this service, conciliating both the
interests of the farmer and the servant?

Sixth. If negative - what means should be adopted
for improving the actual system of service?43
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Throughout the month-long congress, Governor Lebn kept the
president informed on the proceedings and, as a good porfirian governor,
constantly requested his advice and counsel. Dfaz, for his part, did
not hesitate to offer suggestions. Immediately preceding the opening
of the congress, Dfaz, refering to the meeting's objective, wrote
that "considering the great danger [of this effort], without losing
any time I take this opportunity to inform you that for no reason
should you permit it. You must believe that if [servitude] exists here
it is because I cannot yet remove it; we are still not at the level
of education where it is possible to bring such a benefit to the

villages ."M

Lebn responded that he would proceed with caution
"without overly disturbing customs and with due respect for the
consequences."AS It is quite likely that from this point on, the
question of significant reform became moot.

The course of the congress and of subsequent legislative action
was one of progressive dilution of proposed reforms. Although there
are no records of what took place behind the facade of the congress and
the official record itself is edited and incomplete, the work of the
Second Committee as reported is instructive. This committee, headed
by Manuel Cano and José Lara, was responsible for proposing modifications
of the labor system and clearly was the more important of the two.
During the second week of the congress, Cano presented a fairly sweeping
reform proposal which included the obligatory amortization of debts
through wage deducations, a minimum wage of thirty centavos a day, the
prohibition of all cash or credit advances, the final liquidation of
all workers' debts within ten years, and careful supervision of the

46
amortization process by the state government. On April 19, the



bl

Ry

@

i
N




70

Second Committee, by a vote of thirty-two in favor and eighteen against,
approved and presented its formal recommendation to the full congress.
This proposal included Cano's amortization plan and the proposed
prohibition of advances but only to newly contracted servants. This
proposal made no mention of a minimum wage or the eventual liquidation
of debts. Finally, at the end of the congress, the full assembly
formally recommended to the governor that contracts for new servants
prohibit the accumulation of any debt. Established debts, they noted,
were to remain unmodified and valid.[‘7 Indebted servitude, in short,
was to die a natural death along with the servants themselves.

Although Ledn had correctly sensed that there was a concensus within
the Chiapanecan landholding class regarding the economic problems
presented by indebted servitude, he had miscalculated their willingness
to do anything about it. The First Committee, for example, concluded
that indebted servitude in Chiapas, although anti-economical, was not
a form of slavery nor was it unconstitutional.48 One minority delegate
on the Second Committee argued that '"there is no doubt that servitude
is hostile to progress; but one cannot suppress it all at once, because

49 Those who opposed any constructive

this will bring worse wrongs."
reform, furthermore, had the full support of President Dfaz.

On April 30 Governor Ledn wrote Dfaz: "I have the honorable
satisfaction to inform you: that the Agrarian Congress has closed its
sessions giving a solution to the Agenda that was previously formulated,
but not without first adopting in the most part the dispatched plan
which you appropriately indicated to me." Lebn continued, "it is true

that this leaves things as they were for now, but in the not remote

future this vicious and spineless custom which no one loves will be
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50
reformed, without producing a disturbance nor in a radical manner."

Diaz, in response, indicated he wanted no more.
The matter is over, and since it was not decided
but in part, it shows that it cannot be resolved
and therefore you should not return to touch it;
in so much as it is so important to landowners, it
would damage your personal prestige and in this
respect and if you agree, I invite you to leave it
alone and I repeat, do not touch it further, even
if a new opportunity indicates that you should do
S0.

Although the Second Committee voted in the affirmative that the
time had arrived to end indebted servitude, the committee nevertheless
proceeded to include the sixth point on the agenda in its discussionms,
i.e., "what means should be adopted for improving the actual system
of service?" The result of its efforts was a legislative proposal
redefining the rights and obligations of both workers and employers.
This proposal required the witnessing by at least two persons of the
signing of all labor contracts, written rather than oral contracts, and
contracts which expressed the amount of money promised and the exact
nature and amount of work required. Employers were responsible for the
treatment of sick and injured workers and the acquisition of medicine
for them. This legislative proposal was never acted upon by Le’en.52

In 1897 Governor Ledn decreed that all indebted servants had to
be registered and their debts recorded by the jefes politicos. After
November 12, 1897, the state government and its courts would not
recognize any contract for servants contracted after that date which
recorded a debt exceeding two months' salary (or approximately fifteen
to twenty pesos).53 The state's survey found 31,512 indebted servants

in Chiapas collectively indebt by $3,017,012, clearly a problem did

exist. (See Table 6 in Appendix.) Later in the year, Lefn observed
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that the law had been accepted by the "sensible part of the state" and
would be "an important factor in the wellbeing of Chiapas, because it
will expel innumerable abuses and a very bad system which has been one
of the causes of the current backwardness of our agriculture."sa This
was putting the best face on what Ledn clearly realized was a failure.

He was absolutely correct when he told Dfaz "this leaves things as they
were."

The Agrarian Congress of Chiapas was not so much a liberal assembly
as a modernizing one. Governor Ledn, Manuel Cano, Jos€ Lara, and others
wanted to use the power of the State to remove what they perceived as
an obstacle to the full realization of agricultural productivity. But
what was viewed as an economic issue in Chiapas was seen in Mexico City
as a social issue, a dangerous experiment with unseen and potentially
radical consequences. As a result the experiment was vetoed; the
evolution away from indebted servitude was discouraged.

Francisco Lebn, not one to be discouraged, proposed in the summer of
1896 to reform "the custom of employing indians as cargo carriers in
place of beasts of burden." The governor informed the president that
he wanted a "law prohibiting under the penalty of severe fines, the
burdening of indians of a weight of more than one arroba [about thirty-

55

five pounds].” When this custom was forgotten, Lefn believed, good

roads would flourish. Dfaz, however, commented that "it could be

n36 Ledn dropped the idea -- for two years. In 1898

counterproductive.
the governor informed the president that there were more than 500
tamanes (indian cargo carriers) in Chiapas. They were paid a peso for

each flete (load) and therefore many carried three or four in order to

earn more. Tamanes were held financially responsible for any loss or
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damage to the merchandise. This form of tramsport, according to Lebn,
monopolized commerce and impeded other forms of competition. ''Regarding

the merchants who traffic with these unfortunates,” noted Lebn

they do not agree nor can they agree to the opening

of highways or even less to the construction of

railroads which would lead to the disappearance of

this exploitation which leaves upon the bodies of

many indians the same lesions that beasts of burden

show on their backs. This explains why I have been

offered thirty thousand pesos not to open a highway

to San Crist®bal.
This time, however, perhaps anticipating Dfaz's reaction, Ledén advocated
no reform. "It will be necessary to prohibit this traffic; but first
we have to establish roads and railroads which will permit the passage
of another kind of transport and then these improvements will render

i’ SR
meaningless such prohibition.
There is no question that Francisco Lebn was a sincere reformer.

He sought to use the power of the State to modify and eventually end
abuses and systematic exploitation of laborers and indians. His
reformism was grounded in liberal economic thought and a deep felt
humanitarianism. At the national level, however, the porfirian system
would tolerate no modification of labor practices by state government.
Lebn was not really ahead of his time. There existed a constituency
in Chiapas that also desired modification of inefficient labor practices.
Landowners in the Central Lowlands and in Soconusco believed that with
the end of service they could attract sufficient workers from other
more populous areas of the state with higher wages. It is more accurate

to say that Porfirio Dfaz and his closest associates were too firmly

tied to ideas and practices of the past.
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THE VAMPIRE CITY

Francisco LeSn pursued a political policy of centralization of
authority in Chiapas and subordination to the national government. Lebn,
however, faced a far more volatile and dangerous political adversary
in the "Iron Circle" in San Crist®bal than Emilio Rabasa faced with
Sabastifin Escobar or Julifn Grajales. The organization of cristobalenses
rested not upon the prestige or authority of one person but on a
sacred cause. Rabasa, in fact, was the true target of cristobalense
wrath. His centralizing program, development and fiscal policies, and
above all, the transfer of the government to Tuxtla Gutirrez had
provoked certain cristobalenses, long accustomed to social and political
rule, into organizing a government-in-exile. Francisco LeSn, a supporter
of the Rabasa program but no puppet of the ex-governor, was their
immediate target. His replacement by someone sympathetic to their cause
was their goal.

Lebn began his administration in a spirit of conciliation and
unification. His Secretary of Govermment, Manuel Lacroix of Palenque,
informed Dfaz in January 1896 that "the governor has followed up to now
a policy of unification, nominating for political posts men of all

circles. "8

His most surprising nomination was that of Timoteo Flores
Ruiz, one of the "Iron Circle,' as Secretary of Hacienda. Flores Ruiz
served for fifteen days in Tuxtla Gutiérrez and then resigned and

returned to San Cristdbal, because of a disagreement with the governo\:.59
Leén replaced a number of Rabasa appointees, in the state government

. 3 ~ 6
and the jefaturas, with his own men, usually oaxaguenos. 0 The most

important jefatura, that of Soconusco, was filled in 1896 by a Dfaz
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appointee, a man unknown to Leﬁn.Sl General Ignacio Bravo replaced
General Topete in January as federal zone commander and, after too long
a delay, moved the federal barracks from San Crist©bal to Tuxtla
Gutifrrez, leaving detachments of thirty-five men each in San Crist6bal,
Tapachula, Comitdn, and Tcnalﬁ.éz

As early as March 1896 Ledn had lost all patience with San
Cristfbal. His attitude from this point on toward the city and its
residents certainly contributed in no small way to his later difficulties.
A robbery of files from a state government office in San Crist®bal

provoked this comment from Ledn to Dfaz: '

'...you will see to what
unlikely degree the perversion in that city has reached, obstinately
rebellious to all order and progress....It has even reached such a
degraded extreme that even the cristobalense high magistracy is carelessly
involved in illegal intrigues." San Crist6bal, concluded Lebn, "was
the most restless and hypocritical city in the republic."63 Dfaz
suggested, in response, that the governor "employ the least number
possible of sancristobalense 1awyer5."64
At the same time that the Agrarian Congress was in sessionm, Ledn
created three new partidos in Chamula, Cintalapa, and Frailesca. The
partido of Chamula included the municipalities of Chamula, Zinacantin,
San Andrés, Santiago, Magdalena, Santa Marta, San Pedro Chenalho, and
San Miguel Mitontic.65 Governor Ledn justified this expansion of
state supervision and protection as a legitimate response to the harsh
exploitation of the indians of these municipalities by the residents of

' wrote Lebn, "are not content

San Cristébal. "The cristobalenses,"
vith squeezing the juice out of them, maintaining them in servitude for

a peso a month, sucking their blood like voracious vampires in all
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kinds of little contracts; they make them so brutalized.... I believe
the opportunity has arrived to begin to give the Chamula a close
protector who guarantees their rights and promotes their 1‘.111131‘0vemem:."66
The establishment of the Department of Mariscal (formerly the partido
of Motozintla) and the partidos of Chamula, Cintalapa, and Frailesca
was a way to place distant and difficult-to-reach regions under closer
supervision of the state government. The jefes polfticos formerly
responsible for these regions ( with the exception of San Cristdbal)
rarely if ever visited the areas and exercised little control. The
expansion of the number of jefaturas was similar in intent and effect
to the creation of subdelegados in 179().67
Not unexpectedly, the formation of the partido of Chamula, combined
with the unhappiness in San CristSbal over the Agrarian Congress and
lingering discontent over the location of the government, produced the
first political crisis of the Leén administration. In July, cristobalenses
cried that the Chamula were preparing another caste war. '"Critical
situation this capital," telegraphed former Miguel Utrilla, "rumors of

68

barbarous indian insurrection.” As far as Lebn was concerned, "the

cristobalenses have created the pretext of a Chamula uprising in order

to alarm the state and to have a plausible motive to buy arms."69 In

a long letter explaining the situation to Dfaz, Lebn commented that:

The cristobalenses of today are the same as during

the time of Ortega and Father Chanona [Conservative
general during the War of Reform, 1859-1860]: backward,
troublemakers, hypocrites, and traitors. For this,
sefior Rabasa transferred the government here and they are
still calling him 'the dead man' and since then have
conspired to drag the capital back there.

Since the abominable abuses of long ago are still
being committed upon the indian race in the
neighboring pueblos, it made the creation of the
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jefatura in Chamula indispensable, and irritated
those who exploit them; and in spite, they invented
the story of the uprising, calculating to draw out
of it all kinds of advantages; if they frightened the
Government to withdraw the jefatura they would remain
masters of the flock.70
Ledn, in a calculated move, declared a state of seige, "appearing
to believe them," he said, and to prevent the formation of a citizen's
militia.n The governor refused to blink and the crisis blew over,
for the time being.
The election for governor in the summer of 1899 rekindled regional
and political discontent in Chiapas. In April of that year seventeen
of the leading hacendados, merchants, and professionals in the department
of Pichucalco asked President Dfaz not to re-elect Francisco Ledn. This
powerful group of pichucaleffos, originally part of the Rabasa constituency,
became disaffected for two reasons. They believed the state government
had abandoned them by not promoting public improvements there as
elsewhere. They were also disconcerted with Lebn's campaign to reform
indebted servitude, an institution that was strongly rooted and all-
g 3 72
pervasive in that department.
Here we have not one school well provided for the
education of our children, this obliges us to send
them to other states, or Europe, or the United
States.... Even our attachment to work, our arduous
dedication to agriculture has been considered a
reviled bud, qualifying us as slavers, because of
the system of domestic service that exists, as if
its existence was not an institution of long persistence,
outside of our social situation, and as if we were to
be blamed for these historical antecedents.... In
conclusion: the state government has not helped us;
when it is not hostile to us, it scornfully abandons
us, demanding higher taxes.73
Elite comitecos, also part of Rabasa's original constituency, became

disenchanted with the state's new progress during the Lebn administration.

In 1897 Lebn intervened to prevent the landowners of the city of Comit4n
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from expropriating all of the city ejido, which had been in their
possession prior to the reparto anyway. They were simply transferring
title to themselves without apportioning parcels to poor families or
those who wished to buy plots. This abuse Lebn set about to correct,
making no friends in Comit&n in the process.” Other comitecos
complained that "the jefes politicos and municipal presidents are
frequently individuals that, even by their own account, abuse, extort,

and are in open conflict with the best members of socie':y."75

REELECTION AND RESIGNATION

It was in San CristSbal, of course, where the most intensive
efforts were underway to stop Lebn's reelection. Viciente Espinosa,
jefe polftico of Las Casas, informed a friend in Mexico City in 1898
that "if it is said that in the coming year I will proceed to replace
the old fool [referring to Ledn], I recommend that you tell no one

76 The cristobalense camarilla tried to persuade Victor

any of this.
Manuel Castillo to seek the post, a strange choice given his close
friendship with Emilio Rabasa, but he refused.77 Francisco Lebn,
however, still possessed Dfaz's confidence and in the spring the
governor ordered all jefes politicos to establish reelection clubs.
As a result no other candidate came forward.78

On May 25, 1899, less than two months before the July election,
one of the sentries at the government palace in Tuxtla Gutiérrez
attempted to assassinate Governor Ledn. The soldier fired once at the

governor as he was proceeding to his office, missed his target, and

tried to escape but was captured.79 Ledn reported to Dfaz two days
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later that "two versions have come to my attention. The first pre-
supposes responsibility to [Emilio] Rabasa, who would govern through
Lacroix. The other, that the prisoner received $500 from conspirators

g0 Two days after that Lebn was more certain.

in San CristGbal."
"From anomous reports," telegraphed the governor to Dfaz, "I know that
a ring of conspirators exists in San Cristdbal with sympathizers in
this [city]; among those that are implicated is the Administrator of
Stamp Taxes, Garmendfa. In San Cristébal, implicated as the leaders,
are Jes(is Martinez Rojas, José H. Ruiz, Jesus Flores, Joaqufn Pefia; I
am advised that they are preparing an uprising of indians in Chamula
and another here for the first of June.”81 In Mexico City, a press
report indicated that "the clergy [of San Crist6bal] is the principal
instigator, for not being pleased with the r:eelectim'x."82 In July,
meanwhile, Francisco Lebn was reelected governor for the term 1899-1903.
On June 12, Antonio Martl’nez, the soldier held for the assassination
attempt, informed his captors that Major Romualdo Sinchez of the State

83

Security Batallion gave him momey to kill Ledn. Sdnchez was then
imprisoned and on July 9 confessed that he received the commission to
kill Leén from cristobalenses Viciente Espinosa, Clemente Robles, and
Ciro Farrera.SA These three were imprisoned on July 14, two days after
the election.85 Others implicated in the plot, José and Modesto Cano,
Jesiis Martinez Rojas, and J. Antonio Rivera G., escaped to Guatemala.3®
Governor Lebn believed that the conspirators decided to do away
with him when it became clear his reelection was a certainty. In this
intrigue, believed Lebn, Judge Leonardo Pineda, Ciro Farrera's uncle,
would be appointed interim governor and would then return the government

to San Cristbal so that the conspirators would again have free access
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to the state treasury.87 Ledn's reconstruction of the crime and the
motive is plausible. The documentary record, however, yields no
definitive judgement and after so many years it is impossible to say
definitively if Farrera and the others really tried to kill Lebn or, on
the other hand, Lebn used the assassination attempt to rid him of
political enemies.

Regardless of the answer, Ledn's decision to prosecute Farrera
proved politically disastrous. Ciro Farrera was perhaps the most
powerful man in Chiapas. Viciente Farrera, Ciro's father, had established
the state's largest import-export house, Casa Farrera, in San CristObal
in 1839. Since that time Casa Farrera had placed establishments in
Tuxtla Gutiérrez, Tonald, Mexico City, and New York City. The Farreras
owned numerous haciendas and some coffee fincas throughout Chiapas and
were related to the wealthiest families in the state. Farrera also had
close political and familial ties to Victor Manuel Castillo, a national
deputy from Chiapas and close friend to Emilio Rabasa.s8 Francisco Leﬁn,
a colonel from Oaxaca, had tackled too powerful a prey.

In preparation for a smooth and predictable trial, Lebn asked for
the resignation of Federal District Judge Abraham Lc’)pez, who he
believed was involved in the conspiracy. Perhaps under normal circumstances
Lebn would have succeeded and been able to call up First Supplement
Judge Manuel Trinidad Corzo, who was close to the Ledn administration.

In the summer of 1899, however, in a case that was attracting national
attention, Ldpez refused to be intimidated,89 Lebn then sought the
intervention of the Supreme Court and the president. After reviewing
the preliminary proceedings of the Farrera case, the Supreme Court

confirmed Lopez's authority.go pfaz, for his part, replied that "it is
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not possible to change judges if the elected judge [propietario] does
not resign."91 Prior to the trial, Ledn reported that "V.M. Castillo
[defense counsel] in union with the district judge have made Major
Sinchez retract his confession and in an amparo judgement put Farrera
in liberty."92

In August, Porfirio piaz strongly advised Governor Leén to take a
temporary leave of absense during the course of the trial and to
appoint Rafael Pimentel interim governor. Lebn agreed, although he
had reservations about Pimentel, who according to the governor, 'was
very friendly toward the defendants, especially Ciro, in whose house he
stays each time he arrives and furthermore is not disinterested in
work that has been carried out against 11\53."93 By September Porfirio
Dfaz believed that Ledn's prestige was irrevocably damaged and that he
was a political 1ibility to the regime. Dfaz wanted to ease out Lean,
promising that only a temporary absense was necessary.gé pfaz also
asked Castillo not to make derogative statements aimed at his "good
friend" Lebn and suggested he should return to Mexico City.95

Governor Ledn delayed his departure. He wished to remain in Chiapas
and in power until December 1, the first and inaugural day of his
second term. "If it is your judgement," Ledn informed Dfaz, "that I
resign, your indication will be enough, but I would wish, in that case,
that my leave not be the result of efforts by the conspirators or even

appear to be the case."96 Dfaz was adamant that LeSn leave as soon as

possible, which he did on October 2, for '"reasons of poor health."97
By then Lebn realized he would not be returning and appropriated $10,000

from the state treasury for "travel expenses.'" On November 30 Lebn

resigned as constitutional governor, giving up his second term, and the
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state legislature selected Pimentel as his x‘eplacement.98

Less than a week after Ledn took his "temporary" leave on October
2, Judge Lépez resigned his seat, citing poor health as his reason.”
Judge Raquel Ramirez then heard the Farrera case in January 1900.
Ramfrez ruled that the "declaration of [Major Romualdo] Sdnchez in which
he accused Seflor Ciro Farrera to be one of the authors of the attack,
was extracted by means of threats and torture." Throwing out the
only evidence against Farrera and the other defendants, Judge Ramirez
ruled that there was no crime to prosecute and that the accused should

be placed in absolute 1iberty.100

REFLECTIONS

The government of Francisco Ledn continued the political and
developmental modernization program begun by Emilio Rabasa in 1891 and
proposed that state government enter the virgin territory of social
reform. Ledn's bold venture into State-directed social engineering,
however, failed to get off the ground for two reasons: divided elite
opinion in Chiapas and unmitigated opposition by the national government.
The modernizing constituency in Chiapas in the 1890s was not of
sufficient strength to overcome both. Years later, during the Mexican
Revolution, national governments made social reform a national policy
thereby tipping the balance in Chiapas and throughout the nation
against that element of society that still opposed the active State.
As the 1920s progressed, the assumptions that had seemed so novel and
dangerous in Ledn's program in the 1890s became politically orthodox.

Before this could occur, however, a new political constituency had to
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appear and develop, that of workers and campesinos.

"The shameful separation of Sefor Leén from the government of Chiapas,
his complete nullificaticm,"101 as Ciro Farrera termed it, led to a
period of readjustment in Chiapanecan politics. The activist and
centralizing governments of Rabasa and Lebn had exacerbated regional
discontent in certain parts of the state, a natural response to State
formation. Subsequent governments in Chiapas during the last decade
of the porfiriato, having learned a lesson from Lebn's downfall,
pursued more conciliatory policies without compromising the political
achievement of the 1890s. This pause in political activism was
further reinforced by the economic expansion of the 1900s, which
produced a diminished sense of urgency regarding State-directed
modernization. Complacency characterized government in Chiapas during

the final years of the porfiriato.




CHAPTER FOUR

COMPLACENCY, PROGRESS, AND POVERTY

The governor promised to take into consideration
the improvement of roads, the reduction of the
high taxes which burden the fincas, and other
defects mentioned at that time, but so far nothing
has really been done; on the contrary things have
gone from bad to worse.

Soconucense petition, 1902

The first decade of the twentieth-century brought to Chiapas an
impressive surge of agricultural development and modernization, foreign
investment, economic specialization. The Rabasa program initiated in
1891 laid the foundation for later economic expansion but after 1900
pressure for active government declined. The concensus for urgent and
fundamental transformation of Chiapas among the entrepreneurial elite in
the 1890s had turned into self-satisfaction. Much of the progress of the
early 1900s occurred as a result of private initiative which reinforced
the new unobtrusive role of government. The state governments of the
1900s pursued more modest programs because they understood that the
active governments of the 1890s had created political difficulties for
themselves. There was complacency in state government in promoting
public improvements, in social reforms and concern for justice, and in
political consolidation. The state regimes of this decade were much more

accommodating to regional sensibilities, particularly regarding the
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political participation of the "superior class" in the various departments.
As a result, there was an apparent reduction of regional antagonism
toward the state government, with the exception of San Cristdbal. Its
residents still nourished the ambition of returning the seat of government
to their city.

The two governors of the state during this period, Rafael Pimentel
and Ramdn Rabasa, were neither as talented nor as energetic as their
two predecessors. Both pushed for public improvements in neglected
regions of the state but without much success. Both possessed weak
personalities and were easily dominated by a few powerful men. Most
importantly, unlike their two predecessors, Pimentel and Ramdn Rabasa
possessed no broad vision of a new Chiapas. The first decade of the
twentieth-century represents a plateau in the process of State formation.
Given the limits of the porfirian regime and the complacency of the
regional elite, further progress in political modernization was unlikely

as matters stood.

PASSIVE MODERNIZATION

Rafael Pimentel was born in Oaxaca in 1855. His brother, Emilio,
attended law school with Emilio Rabasa and the two became close friends
but Rafael never developed the same respect and affection for Rabasa.
Due to the patronage of Porfirio Dfaz, Rafael Pimentel held political
posts in Oaxaca, Chihuahua, and Guerrero during the 1890s and when he

became governor of Chiapas he was something of a political trouble~
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shooter for the president.l

Pimentel accepted the governor's office in Chiapas, but he had
little interest in the state and even less affection for it. In 1895
he had informed Dfaz that "in all frankness, I feel no great sympathy
[for Chiapas], because I see that its sons are more Guatemalan than
Mexican."2 His opinion had not changed by 1899. Early in his
administration he purchased an hacienda in the Central Highlands and
spent most of his weekends there to enjoy the cooler climate.3 He
developed a reputation for staying away from the government palace and
spent as much time in Mexico City as he did in Chiapas.l‘

A number of important modernizing projects and developments got
underway during the Pimentel administration, although the governor
could take little credit for them. The most significant was the
initiation of the Panamerican Railroad from Tehuantepec to Tapachula.
Largely as a result of Emilio Rabasa's efforts, the Pan-American
Railroad Company was incorporated in New Jersey in 1901 and obtained a
joint federal-state subsidy totaling $10,000 US gold for each mile
completed. Payments were forthcoming only at the termination of each
fifty mile segment.5 Construction began in 1901 and was finished in
1908,

Early in 1902 the Bank of Chiapas was formed in Tuxtla Gutiérrez
with $500,000 capital from Mexico City investors. State Treasurer
General Ramén Rabasa was appointed manager and Ciro Farrera served on
the board of directors.6 In 1908 the Bank of Chiapas merged with the
Bank of Puebla and a branch office was opened in Tapachula.7 In both
the railroad and the bank projects the Pimentel-Dfaz correspondence

suggests that the governor had only a small role.
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The Pimentel administration made studies on the cost, feasibility,
and necessity of a highway from San Cristébal to Salto del Agua
(Palenque) and of an iron bridge across the Grijalva river between
Tuxtla Gutiérrez and Chiapa de Corzo but no work was begun on either
prnject.s Indeed, the roads constructed by Rabasa and Ledn, according
to one observer, "are almost lost, on account of not being care for,
despite the immense costs to the state in men and muney."9 From
Soconusco came the complaint that 'the governor promised [in July 1900]
to take into consideration the improvement of roads, the reduction of
the high taxes which burden the fincas, and other defects mentioned at
that time, but so far nothing has really been done; on the contrary
things have gone from bad to worse.“lo

The one area of government responsibility that Pimentel did take
an interest in was education. In 1902 he proposed to erect a network
of regional schools for indians, whom he considered '"the only significant
obstacle to the development of commerce, agriculture, and industry."l1
The first and only school, the Escuela Regional Fray Bartolomé de Las
Casas, opened its doors in Chamula in 1905.1z In 1904 Pimentel
persuaded Sdstenes Ruiz, a well known Chiapanecan educator living and
working in Guatemala, to return to Chiapas and open a private college
for all grades which would be partly subsidized by the state. Esponda's
Liceo de Chiapas y Escuela de Comercio, located in San Cristdbal,
educated a large portion of the children of the Chiapanecan elite from
all departments prior to their professional «:raining.13 Pimentel also
founded the State Experimental Farm for the introduction and propagation
of modern methods and new crops as well as the private sociedad mercantil

vhich installed electric lights in Tuxtla Gutiérrez.lb
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Governor Pimentel gave his permission for the employment of
highland indians in the coffee plantations of Soconusco, a development
which further tarnished the reputation of Chiapas. After enjoying
very high prices from 1891 to 1897, coffee planters found themselves in
a slump from 1898 to 1900. In March 1898 several of the largest
Soconusco planters hired attorney Agustin Farrera to lobby before the
federal and state governments for tax relief.15 Farrera in his study
of the coffee situation reported to Dfaz and Pimentel that planters
were selling their coffee for less than half the price that they had
received before 1898, yet '"the cost of production is the same since
the wages and transport find themselves at the earlier price.16 Prior
to 1900 coffee planters received the bulk of their harvest workers from
neighboring Guatemalan villages, although never in sufficient numbers.l7
Instead of tax relief, Pimentel gave the planters permission to recruit
highland indians. As a result, coffee production climbed to unprecedented
volumes in the 1900s.

At the beginning only a few German planters used labor recruiters
called enganchadores (hookers) or habilitadores (providers) to contract
indians and bring them to the coffee fincas, although later the practice
became widespread. The enganchadores would advance a small sum of
money to establish a debt or large quantities of liquor for intoxication
in order to obtain signed corn:racts.18 The enganche system clearly
had an unsavory character about it. An editorial in the cristobalense
periodical El Tiempo in 1907 called enganche ''the commerce in human
flesh."lg Yet most indians signed on voluntarily and returned to the
harvests year after year since wages were nearly twice as high in‘

Soconusco as they were at home.ZO It has been suggested that ten to
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fifteen thousand highland indians, Chamula for the most part, were

o This

physically forced to migrate to the coffee fincas each year.
was not the case. Population increase and the dimunition of communal
lands in the highlands created the economic necessity of yearly

migration to the hargests. It was a situation of survival, not slavery.

TRANSFER OF THE STATE CAPITAL?

In politics as well as in modernization, Rafael Pimentel was a
passive governor. He seemed to bend before the powers that be. EI
Universal reported that Ciro Farrera was the power behind the throne,
which was likely since Pimentel had been close to Farrera before the
assassination scandal.22 Furthermore, Ciro's brothers Rémulo and
Agustin were given public posts during the Pimentel administration.23
It is not clear how close Pimentel was to the cristobalense camarilla;
the administration did have a definite procristobalense slant. The
one inhibiting element was Treasurer General Ramén Rabasa, whose
appointment was owed to Porfirio Dfaz and Emilio Rabasa.24

Like his predecessors, Pimentel appointed a number of oaxaguefios
to public posts. He appointed a oaxaguefio Chief of Staff (the third
most important post in state government), in order to offset the
influence of his chiapaneco Secretary of Government.25 Unlike his
predecessors, however, Governor Pimentel made little effort to appoint
upright and honest jefes polfticos or to moderate their behavior.
According to Manuel Cruz, an hacendado and lawyer from Pichucalco, the

Jefes polfticos of Pimentel "are commonly persons foreign to the

departments, protected by the governmor and at times, it is said, by
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some Minister. With very few exceptions, these local officials are
hungry bandits, men without conscience, who devastate the puel:rlos."z6
Under Pimentel, complaints were aimed at the low moral character of
the jefes politicos and not, as in the 1890s, at their execution of
unpopular state poli(:ies.27 From the careful selection of jefes
politicos by Rabasa and Lebn, state government had retreated to
business as usual when government stood for thievery.

In July 1903 Governor Pimentel was unaminously reelected to a
second term,28 although apparently against the counsel of Emilio Rabasa
and Victor Manuel Castillo.z9 Having done very little during his
first term, Pimentel had stirred up little opposition within Chiapas
and had maintained the confidence of the president. Having secured
his political position, Pimentel embarked upon the boldest move of
his career -- the return of the state government to San Crist®bal Las
Casas.

Pimentel had various reasons for wanting to change the location
of the capital. Perhaps the most important was his dislike of the people
and climate of Tuxtla Gutiérrez and his sincere belief that stately
San Cristébal was more suitable.30 His friendship with Ciro Farrera
and Clemente Robles, men who strongly favored San Cristbbal, also
probably contributed to his decision.

With Porfirio Dfaz's approval, Pimentel authorized the temporary
transfer of the executive and legislative branches of the state
government to San Cristébal on September 20, 1905 in order to attend,

ostensibly, to the construction of a road from San Cristfbal to Salto

i The real reason, Pimentel informed Dfaz, was "to explore

n32

del Agua.

public opinion and study the obstacles to a definitive transfer.
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Another, and more binding, reason for the temporary nature of the
transfer and Pimentel's timing of the move in the fall of 1905 was
constitutional. Emilio Rabasa, during his tenure as governor, had
amended the state constitution so that any definitive change in the
location of the government required ratification during two legislative
periods by the local congress. When Pimentel began the transfer, the
1903-1905 legislature was ending and the 1905-1907 legislature would
begin its session in December. The governor could obtain the approval
of two congresses in only a matter of months.33

Pimentel did foresee some problems connected with the transfer,
although not from tuxtlecos who were not, he reported, ''men of action."y‘
He expected some opposition from V{ictor Manuel Castillo and particularly
Emilio Rabasa, who would attempt to "sustain the blunder that he
made," as Pimentel saw it.35 A problem, however, which weighed more
on the governor's mind was '"the preponderant and decisive influence
which the clergy exercises [in San Cristbball, particularly now that it
is headed by Bishop Orozco y Jiménez, who is a high flying eagle who
uses money to subjugate consciences, and to give you an idea of the
fantasy state of this society, it is enough to say that there is not
one lawyer who does not first consult the bishop even on the most
insignificant matter." The power and influence of the bishop, further-
more, dominated not only Las Casas, but Comitén, La Libertad, Simojovel,
and Ocosingo. Unless the bishop's influence was neutralized, wrote
Pimentel to Dfaz, "the action of the government will be of little
importance."36

But before Pimentel had a chance to tackle the bishop, Emilio

Rabasa intervened. In a report to the president, Rabasa outlined a
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powerful reason why the government should remain in Tuxtla Gutidrrez.
"The decree authorizes the provisional transfer," wrote Rabasa, "and
should remain in a provisional state."37 Rabasa reported that the
state of Chiapas was in debt by $90,000. Nearly $30,000 of this sum was
held by the Bank of Chiapas, managed by Ramdn Rabasa, and by the
Tuxtla commercial house of Cueto y C{a. These institutions, wrote
Rabasa, "will close their doors to the government now that they have
lost confidence in it by its transfer and neglience; there it will not
obtain a centavo because in San Crist8bal there is no one to give it,
because there is hardly anyone who has amy."38 In short, Rabasa
concluded, if the government was moved to San Cristdébal the banks
would call in their loans and the state would be bankrupt.39 Rabasa
played his strongest card and it paid off.

If Governor Pimentel had the will to fight Rabasa, by the end of
October he had lost the strength to do so when he came down with malaria,“’
In order to recover, Pimentel turned over the government temporarily
to Miguel A. Castillo, one of the wealthiest hacendados of San Cristébal.
Pimentel returned to office in December, at Dfaz's urging, long enough
to return the government to Tuxtla Gutiérrez and turn over power to

Ram6n Rabasa."1 He returned to Mexico City a sick man but soon recovered

and, perhaps in recompense, Dfaz made him senator from Culima.l‘z Emilio
Rabasa had won and nearly everyone of importance in San CristGbal was

outraged. 43

A GOOD AND HONORABLE MAN

Rambn Rabasa, former Treasurer Genmeral, municipal president of
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Tuxtla Gutiérrez, and manager of the Bank of Chiapas, became interim
governor of Chiapas on December 25, 1905. In June 1906, to the
unanimous dismay of San Cristdbal, he was elected constitutional
governor for the period 1906—1910.44 During the interim period,
Porfirio Dfaz had asked Bishop Orozco y Jiménez what he thought of

' replied the prelate.45

Rabasa. "A good and honorable man,’

Like Emilio, Rambn Rabasa was a builder. He initiated work on the
long delayed San Cristdbal - Salto del Agua road, repaired the state
highway, expended over $90,000 in state funds to build the Grijalva
bridge, and modernized Tuxtla Gutiérrez with new streets, a water
system, and public buildings appropriate to a state capital.46 Like
Pimentel, Ramdn Rabasa was attentative to the Central Highlands, "above
all San Cristdbal, which merits special attention since it is a city
of true :‘meortance."[‘7 He asked President Diaz for federal assistance
(not forthcoming) to construct a road from the center of the state to
Pichucalco and one from Comitan to Palenque.48

The governor's pet project and obsession was an interior railroad
line, from the Panamerican railroad station at Arriaga to Tuxtla,
Comit&n, and on through to Tabasco and Yucat&dn. In 1906 Rabasa's
successor at the Bank of Chiapas, Rbémulo Farrera, at the governor's
urging proposed the idea to Di'az.49 In 1908 Rabasa commissioned two
studies on the best routes and projected expenses of the interior line
and presented them to the president in person.50 Emilio Rabasa also
discussed the project with Di’az,51 yet despite constant pressure the
interior Chiapas railroad never became a priority with Dfaz and was
never constructed.52 No other single improvement would have had
quite the positive effect upon Chiapanecan development, truly making

Chiapas the granary of Mexico, as the much desired interior railroad.
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In 1907, in response to growing criticism of enganche, Governor
Rabasa expedited a Servants' Law which was essentially the same 1896
rights and obligations recommendation of the Agrarian Congress. This
law sought to end the underhanded contracting methods employed by
the enganchadores, but it was never enforced.53

Rabasa was also active in the area of education. The number of
state-support primary schools had actually decreased under the Pimentel
administration, from 124 in 1898 to only 64 in 1904. Under Rabasa the
number climbed again to 183 by 1907.54

The second great expansion of foreign capital Chiapas occurred in
the period 1900-1910, but particularly after 1905. The first expansion,
that of German capital for the most part, occurred in the late 1880s
and early 1890s and was concentrated in Soconusco. The second expansion
involved United States capital primarily, employed in Soconusco and
Palenque departments in the cultivation of coffee and rubber.(See Table
7 in Appendix.) The Zacualpa Plantation Company, organized in 1899 in
San Francisco, California, went into operation in the early 1900s and
placed 17,800 acres in cultivation of rubber in Soconusco, forming the
largest rubber plantation in the world. By 1910 there were twenty
rubber plantations in operation in Chiapas, most of them were owned by
United States 1nvestors.55 The German-American Coffee Company,
incorporated in 1903, was the second most important North American
capital investment in Chiapas. German-American owned the famous Triunfo
plantation in Palenque, which possessed over 43,000 acres and employed
3000 indians.56 Even in German-capital-dominated Soconusco, United

57 :
States interests owned six import-export houses. During the decade

1900-1910, US capital surpassed the value of German capital in all of
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Chiapas. By 1909 US capital totaled $1,227,120 (pesos) in Soconusco
and $1,614,285 (pesos) in Palenque with a total for the entire state of
$2,953,300. German capital totaled $1,807,817 (pesos), although it
should be remembered that by 1910 a considerable quantity of German
capital was invested in Mexican-owned properties and some Germans had
become Mexican nationals.5

Chiapas from 1907 to 1911, like most of Mexico, suffered an economic
downturn. From 1907 to 1909 the industrialized countries sustained a
business recession which contracted external demand and led to lower
prices for raw materials on the international market.59 Reports from
jefes politicos in Chiapas described the effects of the 'crisis monetaria":
a decline in commerce, lack of credit, decline in production, and even
a lack of confidence in the future.60 Francisco Ruiz, a landowner from
Chiapa de Corzo, complained in 1910 that the new Tuxtla Gutiérrez branch
of the Bank of Mexico was limiting credit terms to only six months and
had raised the rate to three percent a month, which was ruining the
farmers.61 To compound problems, an epidemic from Guatemala had invaded
the border departments in 1908 and 1909.62

At the end of the decade, perhaps in response to the economic
crisis, two self-help and political pressure organizations of landowners
were formed in the state. The Cémara Agricola de Chiapas (Chiapas
Chamber of Agriculture) was established in Tuxtla Guti%rrez in 1909 and
pushed for easier credit, agricultural education, colonization, and
the amortization of the debts of workers. It published a bulletin which
reported on modern agricultural techniques and advocated the expansion
of new crops in the lowland valleys. The organization was dominated by

hacendados Tuxtla, Ocozocoautla, Cintalapa, Jiquipilas, Chiapa, and
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Comitdn and its leadership was close to the Rabasa administration.
The Cimara claimed only eleven members from Las Casas (including the
bishop), a list which did not include any of the cristobalense radicals
like Jes@is Mart{nez Rojas, Manuel Pineda, or Clemente Robles.63

In 1908 German coffee planters created the Unidn Cafetera de
Soconusco (Coffee Planter's Union of Soconusco) in order to establish
a uniform labor policy. The planters agreed to limit workers' debts
to sixty pesos, not to give advances to laborers indebted to other
planters, and to keep records explaining when and how the debts of

64
their workers were incurred.

CIENTIFICO ADMINISTRATION

In the political realm the administration of Ramén Rabasa differed
from those of his predecessors in the tuxtlecos rather than oaxaguefios
dominated the upper reaches of state government and wealthy hacendados
filled the jefaturas. In many ways the Rabasa administration was
representative of the last years of the porfiriato when the elite of
the elite, the so-called cientificos (scientists), dominated the
national government and made fortunes.

Appointees to top administrative post were largely taken from the
landholding groups of the department of Tuxtla. Virgilio Grajales, for
example, became Secretary of Government, Tebfilio H. Orantes was State
Attorney General, and Abraham Lépez and later Ausencio Cruz were
Treasurers General.65

With the exception of Las Casas, most jefes polfticos were wealthy

hacendados from the departments they officially served. For Las Casas,
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Rabasa chose tuxtleco José Joaquin Penfa "because he is honest and
energetic and will know how to handle those rogues that have caused so
many problems in San Cristbbal, principally the group called 'la mano
negra' [the black hand] whose chief is Jesis Martinez Rojas."66 Martinez
Rojas, on the other hand, considered Pella '"the most hated person in
this district and my worst enemy."67 As a result of this appointment,
Martinez Rojas left San Cristdbal and lived on his finca in La Libertad.6
Other appointments were less controversal. The jefes politicos for
Comitdn, Chiapas, Tuxtla, Pichucalco, Soconusco, and Tonala each owned
haciendas valued at over $1O,000.69 The important municipal presidencies
were held by close friends of the administration. Ratl E, Rincdn, for
example, president of the C3mara Agricola de Chiapas, presided over the
ayuntamiento of Tuxtla Gutiérrez.70 Other important posts were filled
by members of the Rabasa family. The governor's nephew, for example,
Leopoldo Rabasa, was jefe politico of Tuxtla, Chief of Police for
Tuxtla, and Chief of the State Public Security Forces.71

As active civil government in Chiapas seemed on the wane, a shadow
clerical government in San Cristbébal took on an extraordinary and active
role under Bishop Francisco Orozco y Jiménez. The bishop arrived in
Chiapas in 1902 and apparently saw himself as following in the footsteps
of Chiapas' first bishop, Bartolomé de Las Casas. The comparison was
not unwarrented, for Orozco y Jiménez did come to enjoy, as a result of

his efforts in Chiapas, the reputation as one of Mexico's most progressive

prelates and, like Las Casas, he worked for a Catholic utopia led by

active priests like himself.72

There is some indication that Orozco y Jiménez involved himself to

some extent in local and state politics. It is likely that he favored
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the return of the state government to San Crist&bal, since he was a
close friend of Jesls Martfnez Rojas and he supported San Cristébal's
municipal president, Jos& Manuel Velasco, for governor in 1910. In
the fall of 1909 the bishop informed Porfirio Dfaz that Rambn Rabasa

is entirely inept as governor. The consequences
have been exceedingly sad in all of the state in
general and in particular in each locality, as it
is understood he has given possession of the control
and dispatch of all manner of business, above all
in the area of justice, to a certain camarilla of
perverse and poorly intentioned men. Everywhere,
but beginning in this Capital [San Cristdbal], there
is a general discontent, which is heightened even
more by the terrible monetary crisis and the lack 73
of business, and aggravated by the increase of taxes.

Outside of San Cristdbal, whatever discontent did exist in Chiapas
remained hard to detect until 1910, when Rambén Rabasa sought reelection
and Francisco I. Madero, an hacendado from the state of Coahuila,

began his anti-reelectionist campaign for president of Mexico. Until

then, Chiapas appeared to be peaceful and progressing.

MODERNIZATION AND PROGRESS

By 1910 Chiapas had undergone nearly twenty years of unprecedented
material development and modernization. The state government had begun
to take an active role in the economic and social development of the
region and had consolidated its own political power vis-3-vis other
power centers in the state. One indication of this shift was the
increase of state revenue from $200,000 in 1890 to $900,000 in 1906.
(See Table 4 in Appendix.) In relation to later progress in socioeconomic
intervention and political centralization and consolidation of the State,

the efforts taken between 1891 and 1910 appear slight. Still, they
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constitute a beginning and contributed to the material development of
Chiapas.
By any standard Chiapas was more modern in 1910 than in 1890. In
just twenty years Chiapas had created an impressive transportation and
communications infrastructure where previously there had been none. A
good state highway traversed the state from the Panamerican railroad
at Arriaga through the Jiquilipas and Cintalapa valleys to Tuxtla
Gutidrrez, across the Grijalva river to Chiapa de Corzo, and on to
San Crist6bal and Comitin. The Panamerican railroad reached Arriaga in
1905 and Tapachula by 1908, extending the line to over 250 miles. All
the major towns and many haciendas were linked by a telephone and
telegraph network by 1910.
The effect these improvements had upon the economy of Chiapas cannot
be overestimated. The railroad permitted shipment of Soconusco coffee
to Gulf of Mexico ports, thereby reducing shipping costs by more than
half, leading to greater production, profits, and commerce in Chiapas
in general. Production of coffee in Soconusco increased from ten to
over twenty million pounds from 1907-1908 to 1909-1910 while the total
value of the crop more than tripled, reaching nearly two and a half
million dollars by 1910.74 The railroad and the state highway opened
up large parts of the interior of the state to wider markets by facilitating
the movement of bulky commodities such as corn, cattle, cotton, and sugar
to Mexico City. Low shipping costs encouraged the rise of commercial
agriculture in the interior valleys so much that by 1910 the value of
agricultural production in Chiapas was five times that of 1890.75
The valleys of Cintalapa and Jiquilipas in the department of Tuxtla

were particularly favored by the changes between 1890 and 1910. In
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1890 there were no roads through these valleys, no utilization of
machinery, and only minimal trade, even with Tuxtla Gutiérrez, due to
prohibitive freight costs. The value of all agricultural implements was
only $7,475 dollars and the total value of agricultural production was
$45,000 dollars. Between 1890 and 1910, according to one observer,
the valleys underwent "a rapid advance toward modern farmi'ng."76 The
digging stick began to be replaced by the steel plow, 306 of them by
1910. To the.seven animal powered sugar mills of 1890 were added over
the course of twenty years thirty-five additional animal and thirteen
steam powered mills. The total value of agricultural implements reached
$132,475 dollars by 1910 and the value of agricultural production in
the valleys climbed to $201,094 dollars. Early in 1910 over one hundred
railroad cars of corn were shipped to Mexico City from Chiapas to be
sold for three or four times the local price,77

Commenting on the development of his area, hacendado Raquel D. Cal
y Mayor wrote in 1907 that "the vigor which has initiated the spirit of
enterprise in the valley of Cintalapa is truly worthy of high praise."
Cal y Mayor attributed this "violent development' to three causes. The
first in importance was the "influence of Yankee energy" which built
the Panamerican railroad. Scarcity of laborers leading to the
utilization of machinery was mentioned second. The third cause was the
cooperation of the state government in its construction of roads and in

5 e 8 : CEED
promoting sensible tax pollcles.7 It is not difficult to understand why

landowners and merchants in the Central Lowlands supported the active

State and the Rabasa program.
The indicators of growth and development between 1890 and 1910 are

not lacking. The value of urban and rural property in Chiapas in 1885
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was $502,501 and $3,307,374 respectively. By 1906 these reported values
had increased to $3,640,276 and $30,742,743. (See Table 8 in Appendix.)
The number of haciendas and ranchos had increased from about 1,000 in
1880 to 4,500 in 1896 and 6,800 by 1909.’° The United States comsul in
Chiapas noted in 1911 that "Chiapas is unique among the states of Mexico
for the number of small holdings and peasant farmers."so Cattle, coffee,
maiz, frijol, wheat, and sugar production in the state increased over
these two decades in bulk and value.81

Although certain departments benefited more than others by the
prosperity of the 1890s and 1900s, namely Soconusco, Palenque, Pichucalco,
Tuxtla, Comitdn, Chiapa, and Childn, an increase in economic specialization
(made possible by new roads) benefited entrepreneurs in most regioms.
The increase of wheat production in the Central Highlands made it
possible in 1895 for Chiapas to stop importing wheat and start exporting
it.Bz Sugar which was grown and refined in the valleys of Jiquilipas,
Cintalapa, and Tuxtla was utilized by the over 200 distilleries of
alcohol in the highlands. Cotton grown in the departments of Chiapa
and La Libertad was purchased by the textile factory La Providencia in
Tuxtla Gutiérrez. Lowland cotton was also sold to highland indians who
wove blankets which were sold throughout the state. Cattle stocks in
Comitdn, Chilén, Tonal4, Tuxtla, and Pichucalco increased as Chiapanecans
continued to send herds to Guatemala and opened new markets in Yucatén

and central Mexico.83
MODERNIZATION AND POVERTY

Modernization and development in Chiapas between 1890 and 1910,
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it must be remembered, benefited only the elte of the state, not most
Chiapanecans. It is difficult to chart the changes which rural workers
and their families faced after 1890. Material standards and working
conditions, certainly bad before, did not improve and probably worsened.

Despite the substantial material and productive improvements during
the two decades between 1890 and 1910, daily wages remained static.
The United States consul reported in 1910 that Soconusco "planters
justify the low pay scale by the plea that the more money a Chamula is
paid the more bad liquor he will drink."gl’ Another justification was
that "no one can get 100 cents worth of work out of them for each
dollar spent.“85 In fact, low wages was one of the so-called advantages
for investing in Chiapas. Statements such as "the inhabitants are
willing to work for low wages," were published to attract investors.86
Wages, even as reported in the state censuses, remained at the
subsistence level of thirty-seven centavos a day for twenty years, and
even declined in Mescalapa and Pichucalca.87

Descriptions of labor conditions in the plantation zones of Palenque,
Soconusco, and Childn confirm that modernization and poverty advanced
together hand in hand. Karena Shields, who lived on an hacienda in
Palenque in the early 1890s, reported that Mexican, German, and North
American planters alike took merciless advantage of the workers. "As
long as a man owed money to his patrdn," noted Shields, "his freedom
was only a meaningless technicality."88 Dr. C.L.G. Anderson, a stockholder
in a rubber plantation company, was told on a visit to Palenque in
1905 that "eighty percent of the money paid out to labor came back
through the Company Store."89

In Soconusco, the United States consul reported in 1911 that coffee
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planters secured their laborers under the peonage system:

Their agents or labor contractors, called

'habilitadores', go to the tableland and offer

indians loans of money, principally during the

progress of a feast; this money is seldom paid,

and cases exist where the debt and peonage

conditions have been passed on from father to

son. While this system is not legal under

Mexican laws, it having been copied from

Guatemala, the indians consider it binding,

much more so since the authorities have connived

to imprison peons for debt.90

Without doubt the worst working conditions in Chiapas were found on
the monterfas (mahogany lumber camps). Hidden in the jungle where the
borders of Chiapas, Tabasco, and Guatemala meet were approximately
twenty large monterias. Unlike the largely voluntary labor in the
Soconusco coffee plantations, enganchadores for the monterias kidnapped
highland indians to form labor gangs and drove them into the jungle.
Once there workers were chained at night and guarded during the day.
One former monteria foreman recalled in 1943 that "in those times there
were no men who wanted to work in the monterfas. For that reason Don
Porfirio opened the jails and ordered the prisoners to work in the
mnterl’as."gl The Dfaz government also deported rebellious Yaqui and
Maya indians from Sonora and Yucatdn to the camps.92
The system of indebted servitude, temporary migrant labor, and

slave labor did not exhaust the forms of labor expropriation in porfirian
Chiapas. In 1910, according to various accounts, there were 75,000 to
150,000 rural workers in Chiapas out of a total population of over
400,000. One-third to one-half were indebted servarn:s.g3 Those rural
workers not tied to an hacienda by debt worked as free jornaleros (wage

laborers), baldios (sharecroppers), or arrendatarios (renters). Baldios

cultivated hacienda land, usually two hectareas, and in return gave
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the patrén between forty and one hundred and twenty days a year of
their l.ahcrr.94 Arrendatarios turmed over a portion of their harvest to
the hacendado, or paid a cash rent, in return for using his land. These
forms of labor were popular outside the plantation zones. They provided
the hacendado with cheap labor and produce without the responsibility
for crop failure or the expenditure of capital in workers' debt:s.95
The indigenous communities of the Central Highlands presented yet
a different situation. In the department of Las Casas over 40,000
indians lived and made their living yet the 1909 census reported only
3,000 jmrnalerc:s.96 Many of course, sometimes entire villages, were
tied to haciendas. In addition, perhaps 10,000 indians left the
highlands each year for three or four months to work the coffee harvests.
Most indians, however, even those forced by economic necessity into
migrant wage labor, still lived on communal ejidal land. The Rabasa
reparto had pressed least heavily upon highland villages. (See Table
6 in Appendix.) Between 1892 and 1909, nearly 57,000 hectareas of ejido
land in the department of Las Casas had been parceled, leaving over
50,000 hectareas in communal possession.g7 This certainly did not
mean that the indigenous communities in the highlands, already pressed
by population increases, were not reduced even further into difficult,
squalid, and impoverished lives; they were. They still, however, had
land and a refuge‘98
The reparto continued in Chiapas, although with less intensity after
1900, until 1909, when it was discontinued by the national legislamre.99
Manuel Pineda, in his 1910 study on the reparto program, argued that

100

it "constituted a true expropriation. The citizens of Huistén

agreed; they told President Dfaz in 1909, "Sefiores Flores and Morales,
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who try at all cost to extend their properties, are taking over our
possessions on which we have small houses and fields where we produce

what is necessary for our subsistence."ml The people of Chapultenango
asked Dfaz to "permit us to leave as a whole the land which by the old

law we occupy because we consider we will be injured once it is divided."102
With the reparto, neighboring haciendas denounced the portions put on

the market and, as Emilio Rabasa said, 'the indians sell their lots

as soon as they have them."103 From 1892 until 1909 land was increasingly
removed from village control, particularly in Soconusco the center of

the organized labor movement in the 1920s and 1930s.

The modernization of Mexico, wrote Frank Tannenbaum in 1929, 'was

coincident with lowering standards of life for the masses of the pec»ple.":l'o4
Although increasing alienation of village land and coercive labor forms
did not lead to revolution in Chiapas, when revolution did come to the
state from the outside between 1910 and 1920, these important changes in
the material conditions of life of most Chiapanecans did have a profound
impact. They constituted, collectively, one of the necessary conditions
for the politicization of the working masses. Without the protective
cushion of village land campesinos were forced into an exploitive labor
market, and later, from political indifference to participation. They
looked to the State for protection and assistance. A strong porfirian
State, established in Mexico at a time when the industrial revolution
began to permeate Latin America, advanced the modernization (the diffusion
of capitalist relations of production) of Chiapas. Modernization, in
turn, created the necessary conditions for the politicization of the
working masses who, in time, would demand an even stronger State that

could defend their interests.
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REFLECTIONS

The period in Chiapanecan history from 1891 to 1910 is remarkable
for the acceleration of change which took place. In terms of local
politics, national integration, economic development and modernization,
and capital formation the watershed of change is located in the 1890s.
At that time the power of the national State began to be consolidated,
foreign capital began to penetrate the autarkic Mexican economy, and
roadblocks to the expansion of capital began to be removed. In Chiapas,
as in Mexico, the conditions favorable to a more efficient, entrepreneurial,
capitalist agriculture began to take hold and a segment of elite
society began to take advantage of those conditions. It was this element
of society which provided the most important impetus for political
modernization in Chiapas. "If not all entrepreneurs," explains Antonio
Gramsci, "at least an elite amongst them must have the capacity to be
an organizer of society in general, including all its complex organism
of services, right up to the State organism, because of the need to
create the conditions more favorable to the expansion of their own class."105

This period, important as it was, constituted no more than a
beginning. Much remained that was inimical to capitalist expansion in
Chiapas and political modernization; yet, in 1910 the regional
entrepreneurial elite, the generative force of State formation in Chiapas,
appeared satisfied with the material and political accomplishments which
had come about since 1891, Thereafter, political modernization would
originate from the efforts to attract the support of the working masses,

and, later, from their demands.
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CHAPTER FIVE

A PROFOUND POLITICAL DIVISION

The transfer of the Capital from San
Crist6bal to Tuxtla has created a
profound political division between
tierra fria and tierra caliente.

Rémulo Farrera, 1911

Conflict in Chiapas from 1910 to 1920 was sparked by the Mexican
Revolution. The revolution originated in northern Mexico and in 1911
forced the resignation of President Porfirio Dfaz. In the confusing
interregnum between the resignation of Dfaz and the accession of
revolutionary leader Francisco I. Madero to the presidency, radicals
in San Cristdbal Las Casas tried to take power in Chiapas as a prelude
to returning the state government to their city. Even though they
wrapped themselves in the revolutionary banner of Madero, the cristobalenses
failed to triumph either electorally or by force of arms. Thereafter,
until 1914, an uneasy peace was maintained between the government in
Tuxtla Gutidrrez and the radical party in San Cristbbal. The absense of
porfirian authoritarianism, however, led to the liberation of violence,
banditry, and a certain amount of labor unrest.

The insurgent movement in San Cristébal had a reactionary rather
than a revolutionary character. Its leaders looked back to the time

before 1892 when San Cristobal was the social, economic, and political
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center of Chiapas. They condemned the "rabasista governments' of 1891
to 1911 for the unequal regional development of the state and for
oppressing and impoverishing highland indian villages through the
reparto program. They condemned the caciquismo of the government
establishment in Tuxtla Gutiérrez and its practice of political fraud,
yet they behaved no differently.

Two elite groups faced each other in 1911. One wanted to maintain
its power and the other wanted to usurp it. Those holding power, however,
still held (albeit less aggressively) to the modernizing program
initiated in 1891 and represented the most dynamic and entrepreneurial
segment of Chiapanecan society. The cristobalense radicals, on the
other hand, could not see beyond the highlands and the glory their local
society once possessed. They wanted to repeal the changes of the past

twenty yeats.1
THE FALL OF PORFIRIO DAz

President Porfirio Dfaz gave an interview to a North American
journalist in March 1908 and suggested that Mexico was perhaps ready
for democracy and that he would step down in 1910.2 To this day
historians are unsure whether Dfaz was sincere or made the statement
to flush out opponents to the regime and eliminate them. Whatever
the motive, Francisco I. Madero, scion of a wealthy landed family in
the state of Coahuila, was encouraged. He published a book which
endorsed the reelection of Dfaz one more time in 1910 but called for
a free and open election of the vice-president, Dfaz's presumed

successor.3 Madero argued that the porfirian dictatorship was a
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justified and necessary stage in Mexico's history. It had broken the
endless cycle of revolution and prepared the way for ''the realization
of the grandiose democratic ideal."4 To establish democratic government
in Mexico Madero proposed the necessity of free voting with no re-
elections, later turned into the revolutionary slogan, "sufragio
efectivo, no reelecci5n."5

Madero's La sucesién presidencial en 1910, published in December
1908, received an enthusiastic response and established its author as
a popular figure in liberal circles. Madero was persuaded to become
a candidate for president in the July 1910 election and he toured
Mexico speaking on democratic government and setting up anti-reelectionist
clubs. Dfaz did not molest Madero until the summer of 1910, when he
ordered his arrest. Although he was in jail not quite a month (while
Dfaz was reelected to another term), the arrest transformed the anti-
reelectionist party into a revolutionary movement. Under the Plan of
San Luis Potos{ (issued by Madero in Texas), a program of political
reform essentially, Madero revolted in November 1910.

After a disappointing beginning, the revolution picked up military
momentum in 1911 in the north under the leadership of Pascual Orozco
and Francisco "Pancho' Villa. On May 10, 1911, the revolutionists
captured Ciudad Julrez, a point of entry to the United States and a
conduit for money and arms. Their success now seemed certain; the
myth of invulnerability surrounding the porfirian regime was shattered,
The Dfaz government, although still in control of most of the country,
was demoralized and arranged for a conditional surrender and a transfer
of power. Dfaz and a few of his closest supporters resigned on May 25,

leaving the government in the hands of the former ambassador to the
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United States, Francisco Ledn De la Barra. The interim president
prepared for the election of Madero in July and his accession to the
presidency in November 1911. However, the revolution, for the most
part, had eliminated only the upper crust of the dictatorship; the
Senate and Chamber of Deputies, most governors and state legislatures,

and the federal army and bureaucracy survived intact.6
CHIAPAS AND THE REVOLUTION

The Madero campaign and the revolution in its early stages had
little impact in Chiapas. With only slight exaggeration, Raquel D. Cal
y Mayor, a lowland hacendado, journalist, and politician, wrote in
May 1910 that '"Chiapas is indifferent to the ridiculous anti-reelectionist
movements."7 Madero did not campaign in Chiapas and no anti-reelectionist
clubs were formed in the state in 1910.8

The first signs of a changing political climate in Chiapas came
with the establishment of two publications, one in Mexico City and the
other in San Cristdbal. José Antonio Rivera G., a comiteco and active
anti-reelectionist since the early 1890s and ally of the cristobalense
radicals, began publication of the review Chiapas y México in May 1910
in Mexico City. Although Rivera G. informed Dfaz that his review was
not hostile to the national administration, it did publish the harshest
criticism of the Rabasa brothers which, until then, had been seen in
print.lo He charged that the rabasista progress had not benefited the
entire state but had relegated the highlands to an inferior position and
its indian population to perpetual slavery and poverty. Interestingly,

pro-indigenism became part of the radical cristobalense program, a
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cynical ploy given their previous lack of concern for the welfare of
indigenous communities. In order to rectify twenty years of rabasista
rule, Rivera G. argued, the state government should be returned to San
CristEbal.ll

Juan Félix Zepeda, a sixty year-old former judge in San Cristdbal
and fervent Catholic, began publication of the periodical Mis All4.
Revista Catblica Dominical Informativa in October 1910 in San Cristbbal.
Zepeda supported the return of the government to San Cristdbal, the
direct election of ayuntamientos, the elimination of the post of jefe
polftico, and the suppression of engancl'ze.l2 In November he wrote that
"Madero, as a democratic fighter, is a hero; but as a seditious fugitive
he is a criminal; if the one deserves a statue, the other is worthy of
a scaffold."13 In December M&s 2114 uncovered an alleged scandal
concerning Luis Rubalcova, the governor's private secretary, Julio
Quiros, an engineer on the state payroll, and Leopoldo Rabasa, the
governor's nephew and jefe politico of Tuxtla. Zepeda charged that
these three secretly held the contract with the state governmment to
transport mail between Tuxtla Gutiérrez and Jalisco station on the
Panamerican railroad.l4 For this Zepeda was arrested and Mis 2113 was
closed down.ls

Early in 1911 an anti-reelectionist club, probably the first in the
state, was formed in Tapachula. The Club "Juan Alvarez" was composed
of radical anarchist-unionists. This organization sympathized with
neither the government in Tuxtla Gutidrrez nor the radicals in San
Cristdbal. Other political clubs representing various factions of the
elite appeared in Tapachula in the succeeding months in order to

. 1
compete for power in the municipal electionms. 6
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Criticism of the Rabasa regime from San Cristdbal began to blossom
in March and April 1911. As the national crisis deeped, cristobalenses
became more and more bold in their denunciations of the Rabasas, calling
for "a political change as in some other st:au:es."17 In April La Voz del
Pueblo called for the end of caciquismo. Under the Rabasas, commented
the editor, "San Cristbbal has decliﬂed."l8 The first anti-reelectionist
club in San Crist6bal was established on April 3, 1911, led by the
radical mano negra faction. Manuel Pineda was selected president, Jests
Martinez Rojas became secretary-treasurer, and Timeoteo Flores and Juan
Félix Zepeda served on the executive committee.l9 On April 20 this
organization called for the resignation of Ramdn Rabasa, the establishment
of free and independent municipalities, the abolition of the head tax,
strict laws to protect the indigenous communities, and equitable and
proportional departmental taxation within the state.zo

Only in May, the last month of the Dfaz regime, did armed revolutionary
groups appear in Chiapas. On May 8 around a hundred men on horseback,
proceeding from Tabasco, captured Pichucalco, recruited the sixty men
in the local jail, and liberated $30,000 from the only bank in town.
They returned to Tabasco the following day.21 Small groups of apolitical
bandits began to appear also in May, robbing trains, haciendas, and
even businesses in towns.zz Although they were also branded as bandits,
Lindoro and Isadoro Castellanos, hacendados from Ocosingo, rebelled in
the name of Madero two days before Diaz resigned. Leading nearly 300
supporters, the Castellanos brothers expressed dissatisfaction with the
state government and charged that the people of Chilén were oppressed by
the jefe polx’tico.23 Don Lindoro, the self-proclaimed jefe maderista

of Chiapas, abandoned Ocosingo on May 25 with $1000 belonging to the
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jefe [»vol.r.’t:.ico.ZA Three days later the same band briefly occupied
Comitdn, terrorizing local officials.25 Nicolas Macfas Ruiz also

2
rebelled on May 23 in Villa Flores, in the department of Chiapa. e

These groups posed little threat to the state government.
THE LIBERTY OF DESIGNATING A NEW GOVERNOR

Ramén Rabasa resigned in favor of Manuel de Trejo on May 27, 1911,
(two days after Dfaz's resignation) and expressed his desire to give
Chiapas '"the liberty of designating a new governor."27 On May 31 the
Secretary General of Government resigned along with the jefes politicos
of Las Casas, Chilén, La Libertad, Comitdn, Simojovel, and Tuxl:la.28
The state legislature, however, remained intact, as did the municipal
governmex’xts.z9 Manuel de Trejo had been in and out of the state
government numerous times over the previous twenty years and, although
he was originally from San Cristébal, he was an unconditional supporter
of Emilio and Ramdn Rabasa.30 The transfer of power from Rabasa to
Manuel de Trejo, as Timeoteo Flores Ruiz pointed out to the interim
president, signified no real change. 'The entrance of de Trejo," he
informed De la Barra, "is the death of the revolution and the
continuation of ferocious caciquismo."31

Chiapas experienced a political spring following Rabasa's resignation,
notwithstanding Flores Ruiz's overstatement. Maderista clubs were
organized in Chiapa de Corzo, Tonald, Tapachula, Motozintla, and Tuxtla
Gutiérrez for the purpose of either maintaining power or winning it

anew. The club "Chiapas'" of Tuxtla Gutiérrez was formed by Ciro

Farrera, Ponciano Burguete, and César Cano, rabasista hacendados, and
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promoted the candidacy of De Trejo for constitutional governor. For
local deputies the club backed Teofilio Orantes, a former civil judge

in Tuxtla, and Riul Rincln, former president of the cimara Agrfcola.32
The club '"Chiapas' fairly represented that segment of Chiapanecan

society that had enjoyed political power since 1891. Two hacendados

from Pichucalco, Carlos A. Vidal and César Cdérdova, proposed the
separation of their department from Chiapas and its annexation to Tabasco.

"We pichucalquefios," charged Vidal, "have always been treated like

u33

Chiapanecan bastards. In Tapachula the maderista .club "Soconusco"

was composed of wealthy cattlemen who opposed the anarchist "Juan
Alvarez" Club and the political domination of the coffee irn:erests.34

Early in June the anti-reelectionist club in San Crist8bal sent a
five-man commission to Mexico City to see Interim President De la Barra.
The commission included Juan Félix Zepeda, Jesds Mart{nez Rojas, and
José Antonio Rivera G. They sought to persuade De la Barra to name
Eusebio Salazar y Madrid (a cristobalense living in Mexico City) in
place of Manuel de Trejo. They could not see the president but they
did receive a sympathetic hearing from De la Barra's Secretary of
Government, Emilio Vézquez Gémez, who was interested in placing
revolutionaries in govermnent.35

The naming of new governors was an important but difficult problem
for the De la Barra administration. The Treaty of Ciudad Juirez (the
capitulation document between Madero and Dfaz) permitted Madero to
recommend to the state legislatures his choices for interim governors.
The old legislatures remained, however, and in more than a few states
the constitutional prerogative to name governors was exclusively theirs.36

Although Madero selected Venustiano Carranza interim governor of
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Coahuila, for example, the state legislature appointed a porfirista
instead.37 With regard to Chiapas, Madero called together the
Chiapanecan colony of Mexico City for the purpose of advising him on
the most acceptable candidate. Members of the colony met on June 19
and by 67 votes designated Flavio Guillén, a close personal friend of

\ Madero. Salazar y Madrid was second in the count with twenty-eight
votes. With this indication, Madero recommended Guillén as his choice
for interim governor to the Chiapas legislature, which was scheduled
to meet on June 21.38

Flavio Guillén, although Madero's favorite, was unacceptable to

many in Chiapas. The Club Democratico Chiapaneco Independiente of Chiapa

de Corzo, among several others, telegraphed Madero saying that they

could not accept Guillén because he belonged to the cientifico element.

9

They suggested, instead, Salazar y Madrid.3 Guillén himself protested

that many Chiapanecans ''have made a crime of my friendship with Estrada
Cabrera, Ramdn Corral, and Emilio Rabasa,"AO
Vizquez Gdmez intervened on June 20, one day before the state
legislature met, by telegraphing Governor Manuel de Trejo and asking
him to resign in favor of Salazar y M.adrid.“ The Secretary of
Government indicated that he was dissatified with the governor's progress
in placing revolutionaries in government. With this indication Manuel
de Trejo resigned. The following day the state legislature, refusing to
be intimidated or pressured by Madero and Vézquez Gémez, selected
Reinaldo Gordillo Lebn, an engineer from Comit&n, interim governor of
Cl*u‘.ap:-xs.l’2 Gordillo Lebn had served as municipal president of Comitan
and one of his principal qualifications was his strong animosity for

fellow comiteco and intellectual leader of the radical cristobalenses
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José Antonio Rivera 6.43 The state legislature was most interested in
keeping the radical cristobalense party out of power.

In an attempt to force federal intervention and the assistance of
Emilio V5zquez GSmez, the cristobalense anti-reelectionists raised the
flag of rebellion on July 3, 1911, and refused to recognize the legality

of Gordillo Ledn's appointment.l‘l.

"The state legislature refused to
accept the designation made by the Secretary of Govermment," proclaimed
the cristobalenses, '"for this and other reasons given: the nomination
is not recognized and Manuel Pineda is named interim governcrt."A5 Over
one hundred prominent citizens of San Cristbbal signed the document of
rebellion.['6 In response the state legislature appropriated $60,000
for the support of a volunteer batallion called the Hijos de Tuxtla
(Sons of Tuxtla),l'7 Twenty years of resentment, now incited by a small
but bold group of men, found its ultimate expression. The time seemed

right.
THE JULY PRONUNCIAMIENTO

By July, each side had a clear perception of the other. EIl Imparcial,
basing its report on a telegram from Tuxtla Gutiérrez, said the purpose
of the rebellion was for sustaining "the clerical predominance in the
state," z Protuxtleco historian Luis Espinosa viewed the dispute as
one between the "liberal element" in Tuxtla and the "clerical element"

in San Cl’istﬁbal.b8 The cristobalenses saw themselves as true

revolutionaries fighting against an entrenched oligarchy in Tuxtla
Cutiérrez. By July 1911 the issue of the location of the capital no

longer appeared so prominently in cristobalense propaganda. They had
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found a broader issue: "a real vote and no boss rule," which attracted
allies throughout the st:at:e.[‘9 Nevertheless, outside the two cities
the contention was viewed as a feud between Tuxtla Gutiérrez and San
Cristﬁbal.so This general impression, rough and approximate, was not
far from the mark.

The July pronunciamiento (declaration of rebellion) was designed to
force the government in Tuxtla Gutiérrez to accept Vizquez Gémez's
nominee for interim governor. The local congressional elections were
coming up in mid-July and the composition of the new state legislature
depended heavily upon the political inclination of the interim governor.
The cristobalense party feared that an unfriendly governor would subvert
the election through the appointment of partisan jefes politicos. The
election of an unfriendly legislature, in turn, would insure the
election of a full term (1911-1914) governor hostile to cristobalense
interests.

The July pronunciamiento did succeed in prompting Vizquez Gbmez to
again strongly recommend a compromise candidate to the state legislature,
this time Dr. Policarpo Rueda.51 This pressure from above was reinforced
from below by a cristobalense threat to march thousands of angry
indians into Tuxtla Gutiérrez.sz Policarpo Rueda, president of the
Club Democritico Independiente of Tonald, was one of the earliest
maderistas in Chiapas and sympathetic, although not subservient, to the
radical party in San Crist6bal.53 Interim Governor Gordillo Ledn
resigned on July 5 and the legislature appointed Dr. Rueda in his place.

Rueda tried to conciliate both sides by allowing each to control a
political sphere of influence. He immediately replaced the jefes

politicos named by Gordillo Ledn and appointed cristobalense radical
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Juan Félix Zepeda Secretary of Government, to placate the oppositims.5
On July 13 Rueda traveled to San Cristbbal and appointed jefes politicos
who were acceptable to the radical party for the departments of Las
Casas, Comitén, Childn, Palenque, and Pichucalco. Manuel Pineda, for
example, took the jefatura of Las Casas. Rueda also tried, without
success, to disarm both sides. In response to Rueda's "subversion" and
to gain some time, the local legislature moved the elections back from
July 11-13, to August 13-15, and again to August 27—29.55

In early August Secretary of Government Emilio Vizquez Gémez was
replaced within the national cabinet by Alberto Garc{a Granados. The
new Secretary, in turn, appointed José Antonio Rivera G. Secretary of
Government for the Federal District. Interim Governor Rueda then asked
the state legislature for an indefinite leave of absense to visit Mexico
and seek reassurance and support for his administration from the
new Secretary, Garcia Granados.56 The state legislature then turned to
another compromise candidate, Manuel Rovelo Argliello. To obtain the
position Rovelo Arg'ﬁello first asked for the support of Rivera G. and
pledged his complete neutrality. Rivera G. then threw his support to
Rovelo Argllello and Garcfa Granados recommended him to the Chiapas
legislature.57 The state legislature made Rovelo Argiiello Chiapas'
fourth interim governor in as many months.

Rovelo Arg(iello assumed office shortly before the August elections
for the state legislature and on his first day replaced the jefes
polfticos appointed by Dr. Rueda in Chiapa de Corzo, Pichucalco, Tonalg,
Simojovel, and Mariscal.58 Only one of the appointments made in
consultation with the cristobalense radicals, Pichucalco, was overturned.

As it turned out, however, the departmental electors did not always
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vote in line with the wishes of their jefes polfticos. Comitan, for
example, despite the presence of a cristobalense jefe polftico elected
a pro-government legislator. The cristobalense party, winning only in
Las Casas, Simojovel, La Libertad, and Chilén, failed to obtain a
majority in the new legislature.59

Two opposing explanations were forthcoming regarding the outcome
of the election. Interim Governor Rovelo Argiello explained to De la
Barra that "if San CristGbal did not have a complete triumph in the
elections, surely it was because it tried to determine candidates
absolutely unknown by the departmental electors."60 Timoteo Flores
Ruiz, on the other hand, charged that 'the legislature gave a glope
de estado; the current congress, like the one before, continues to
serve a camarilla."61

The four procristobalense state deputies arrived in Tuxtla
Gutiérrez on September 13, on the eve of the convocation of the new
legislature. The following day they were advised that San Crist®bal,
under the leadership of wealthy hacendados Juan Espinosa Torres and
Manuel Pineda, had again withdrawn recognition of the state government,

initiating rebellion. The four returned to San Cristﬁbal.62
HOSTILITIES COMMENCE

The September 14 pronunciamiento had as its primary goal federal
intervention, again, but the cristobalenses were now willing to install
a friendly government by force of arms if necessary. On September 14,
Juan Espinosa Torres, 'Comandante Militar y Jefe de las Fuerzas

Libertadores del Estado," sent an ultimatum to Tuxtla Gutifrrez giving
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twenty-four hours to the state legislature to dissolve itself and
demanding that the governor place the armed forces of the state at
his disposal. '"It being impossible, contemptible, and shameful to
tolerate any longer the actual state of affairs,'" wrote the rebels in
San Cristobal, "which pushes us to the edge of ruin and indefinite
oppression, we subscribers have resolved to sustain by arms the

principles of the triumphant Revolution."63 The first armed clash came

the following day.

Garcfa Granados, Secretary of Government, upon learning of the
renewed rebellion, was quoted as saying that the problem in Chiapas was
that "persons of the old regime are seeking to dominate the government,
and this brings out discord on the part of the people of the new regime."64
Francisco I. Madero was less understanding. He telegraphed Espinosa
Torres on September 17: "You have no motive which justifies such an
assault and I am formally notifying you that if you continue to advance
and attack Tuxtla, I will decidedly support the Govermment of Sr. De 1la
Barra in order to punish you and others who are deserving in an exemplary
manner and when I receive power I will also demand that you and your
followers be held strictly accountable."65 There clearly existed a

conflict in policy between the national government of De la Barra and

the leader of the national revolution, Madero, regarding the situation

in Chiapas. This lack of coordination had encouraged the cristobalense
party all summer to maintain their belligerent position and had,
inadvertently, led to violence.

Upon hearing of the new cristobalense pronunciamiento, Dr, Rueda
left Mexico City and arrived in Chiapas on September 19 to resume his

post of interim governor. To avoid this disagreeable prospect, the
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state legislature requested, and obtained, the resignation of Rovello
Argﬁello, repealed the appointment of Dr. Rueda, and named federal

deputy Querido Moheno interim governor of Chiapas. The legislature

refused to allow Dr. Rueda to return to Tuxtla Gutifrrez and Moheno
would not come to Chiapas citing as his reason the illegal intervention
of the Secretary of Government, Garcfa Granados. Rovelo Argiello
remained in charge.6

The military conflict lasted not quite a month. The state

government had at its disposal about one thousand well armed men while
the cristobalenses counted on about one thousand indian soldiers, poorly
armed and disciplined, and an additional eight hundred 1adinos.67 The
two forces clashed at points leading to Tuxtla Gutiérrez from the
Central Highlands: Chiapas de Corzo, Acala, and Chicoasén. At all three
points the cristobalenses were stopped at the Grijalva river.6 The
rebels remained on the offensive until the first week in October. By
that time they had taken Ixtapa, Chioasén, La Concordia, San Bartolomé
de los Llanos, Copainala, Simojovel, Chiapilla, San Gabriel, and
Solistahuacan. Comitén, under the leadership of municipal president
Belisario Domihguez, remained loyal to the state government. Chiapa de
Corzo at first attempted to maintain a tenuous neutrality but was

occupied by cristobalense forces and on September 24 withdrew

recognition of the state government. The ayuntamiento of Chiapa de Corzo
bet on the probability that the cristobalense candidate would win the
gubernatorial elections in November.69

Tuxtlecos charged at the time that the clergy in San Cristbdbal and
the bishop were responsible for the conflict and recruited the Chamula

villagers to take part.70 Indians did take part in most of the military
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actions under the command of a Chamula cacique, Jacinto Pérez, called
El Pajarito.71 The party in San Cristbdbal apparently offered land
distribution and the abolition of the head tai in order to recruit an
indian army.72 Their participation did add to the bloody image of
a caste war which horrified the tuxtlecos. But did Bishop Francisco
Orozco y Jiménez directly or indirectly involve himself in the
movement in order to establish a clerically-dominated government in
San Crist6bal?

There is no question that the leaders of the insurrection were
fervent Catholics, particularly Manuel Pineda, and it is known that
Jesis Martinez Rojas was a personal friend of the bishop. We also
know that the rebels carried the banner of the Virgin of Guadalupe as
the symbol of their cause. On the other hand, after the conflict,

a number of Chiapanecan priests published their opinion that the
radical leaders of the movement used the bishop's name in support of
their cause without his permission.73 Luis Espinosa, the most thorough
chronicler of the 1911 crisis, offers no hard evidence of the bishop's
involvement other than letters which show that the bishop was informed
and concerned.74

On September 17, Orozco y Jiménez wrote Interim President De la
Barra requesting federal intervention: "Although I have never attempted
nor do I now attempt to involve myself in politics, I believe it is my
duty as Bishop, in the wellbeing of my diocesanos to manifest to you
that this society is increasingly profoundly alarmed that at any time
hostilities between this city and Tuxtla Gutierrez will break out.
Perhaps intervention by you, which for my part I seek and would give

thanks for, can stop the flowing of blood between brother towns whose




exll

tod

G

la




124

misfortune grieves me and upon which I cannot look with indifference."75
One week later the bishop made another plea: "The situation now is
extremely anarchic and distressing. My ecclesiastical authority is by
today ineffectual, I have exhausted all means to help. Only you can
remedy it and I urge that it be with quick and effective interventian."76
Did the bishop encourage or discourage the ambitions of the rebels?
We don't know.

During the first three weeks of the conflict Interim President De
la Barra declined to intervene on one side or another.77 He explained
this inactivity this way: "If the federal forces operate, this will
displease some. If they do not operate, this will displease others."78
Instead he looked for peaceful solutions. On the night of September 21,
De la Barra and Rovelo Arglello held a telegraphic conference. The
interim president twice suggested the desirability of asking the Senate
to declare the desaparicibn de los poderes (federal intervention and
removal) of the state government and the appointment of a military officer
as interim governor. The interim governor strongly replied that his
government was in perfect accord with the Constitution. De la Barra
decided not to press the issue‘79 In communications with Espinosa Torres,
De la Barra stressed the point that there were legal and peaceful means
to protest election violz-xtions.80 On October 4, De la Barra ordered
General Eduardo Paz to go to Chiapas and seek out a peaceful solution
to the conflict. At the same time he ordered the Secretary of War to
give arms and ammunition to the Hijos de Tuxtla, the volunteer force of
the state government.81

To the state government and the people of Tuxtla Gutiérrez, it

appeared that Chiapas had degenerated into a bloody caste war about which
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the federal government did nothing. After repeated requests for
assistance to the executive branch, Rovelo Argﬁello turned to the
national Senate.82 In response the Senate created a commission on
Chiapas to investigate the crisis and propose a solution. The commission
was led by none other than Emilio Rabasa and Victor Manuel Castillo.83
Speaking before the commission on behalf of the federal government,
Secretary of Government Garcia Granados asked that the Senate declare
the desaparicibdn de los poderes and appoint a military interim governor
until the November elections.84 The commission, however, concluded

that the established government in Tuxtla Gutiérrez was legitimate.

On October 6, the full Senate voted to inform the interim president that
it was the will of the Senate, and its constitutional perogative under
article 116, that he order "federal forces to immediately begin active
and energetic operations against the rebels that have risen in arms

n85 De la Barra complied

against the government of the state of Chiapas.
and ordered General Paz to cooperate with the state government forces
to bring about a military end to the rebellion.

The combined federal-state counteroffensive began on October 8 at
Chiapa de Corzo. The townspeople tried unsuccessfully to repel the
attact and after a four hour battle more than one hundred people were
killed and many more were wounded.86 During the next four days federal
and state troops retook most of the important towns under cristobalense
control. During one foray the Hijos de Tuxtla captured ten Chamula
soldiers and cut off their ears to make them examples of what would
happen when indios would fight ladinos.

The odds were too great. On October 12 the cristobalense rebels

. 88
agreed to enter into negotiations with General Paz. A peace agreement
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was signed the following day by commissioners representing both sides.
The rebels agreed to recognize the state government of Rovelo Argﬁello
in exchange for a general amnesty. The agreement also included the
disarming of both sides, the establishment of federal detachments
where necessary to insure fair elections, and the appointment by the
governor of a military officer as jefe polftico of Comit&n. It was

reported that Rovelo Arguello was not happy with the agreement.

THE GUBERNATORIAL ELECTION

With the fighting over, Chiapanecans again turned their attention
to politics, electoral politics. The two candidates for constitutional
governor in the November elections were Reinaldo Gordillo Ledn (former
interim governor) and Jos& Antonio Rivera G. General Paz considered
both unacceptable and proposed Dr. Policarpo Rueda but there were no
takers.90 The election was close, fairly free, and representative of
the political and regional division of the state. According to a
variety of sources, including the Secretary of Government, Rivera G.

won the election with the votes of 320 electors against Gordillo Ledn's

292.91 The departmental vote was as follows:
DEPARTMENT RIVERA G. GORDILLO LEON
Las Casas 110 0
Chilén 55 1
Chiapa 47 0
Pichucalco 30 0
Palenque 23 6
Tonala 21 10
Simojovel 16 24
La Libertad 3 26
Motozintla 0 31
Soconusco 7 37
Tuxtla 0 71
8 82

Comitén
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The state legislature, after waiting a month, finally declared that
the voting in Palenque and Childn had been fraudulent. Their votes were
nullified and by a tally of 290 to 242 Gordillo Lebn was elected
governor.92 Gordillo Ledn later admitted what everyone already knew,
that the state legislature would never have confirmed Rivera G. He noted
that Madero, who assumed the presidency in mid-November, did not want
to give the victory to Gordillo Lebdn but was advised to sacrifice Rivera
G. for the sake of stability.93 Madero, however, did request that
the new governor "bring into your administration some of the elements

of the opposing party."94

At the beginning of 1912, perhaps to avoid
yet another pronunciamiento in San Crist6bal,95 Madero named Gordillo
Lebn ambassador to Guatemala and finally obtained the Chiapanecan post

for Flavio Guillén.96

A fragile truce ensued in Chiapas.

The end of the conflict and the election of Gordillo Ledon also
led to the return to normalcy in Soconusco. '"The great danger here,"
wrote the North American consul in August 1911, "is that a spread of
agitation or revolutionary movement might reach the agricultural working
classes and endanger the gathering of the coffee crop.... It is feared
that should the masses awaken to the actual conditions of things danger
might result to the coffee crop and even to the security of the
plantations and planters."97 There was some evidence of discontent.
In Tuxtla Chico workers protested the head tax and there were scattered
reports of labor trouble and the destruction of property.98 The manager
of the plantation El Rosario reported in August 1911 "our laborers
are still running away during the night in small bunches. "’ In July

1911 the anarchist "Juan Alvarez" club had taken over the ayuntamiento

of Tapachula in the elections as well placing one of their members in
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100 When Governor Gordillo Ledn took office in

the jefatura politica.
December 1911 he ordered Dr. Victor Constantino Herrera, the jefe
polftico to resign.101 In February 1912, the North American consul
reported that the new jefe politico, Abelardo Dominguez, "has continued
to make good his promises to assist the planters in every possible way
and owners and managers report greater attempts to afford them
assistance in managing their field hands than they have experienced for

some time.”102

CONCILIATION AND CONCORD, AND RESIDUAL VIOLENCE

The dominant theme of the new Guillén administration was "conciliation
and concord between brothers."103 The governmor, as befitting a true
maderista, encouraged a free political enviromment and competition
between parties governed by political discourse. In Tuxtla Gutierrez
the Partido Liberal Chiapaneco, formed by Ciro Farrera in 1911, promoted
lowland commercial and agricultural interests.lo4 In San Cristobal,

Jeslis Martfnez Rojas formed the Partido Popular Chiapaneco to advance
highland interests, including the return of the government to San
Cristébal.i0?

Governor Guillén's conciliatory policy was followed in the mid-1912

elections for senators and national deputies, and state legislators.
The same legislature which had imposed Gordillo Lebn, chose two men loyal
to the old regime, Leopold Gout and José Castellot, for the senate.
Belisario Domfnguez was elected an alternate senator, presumably a
reward for his steadfast support for the govermment during the rebellion.

There was a split in the election of national deputies. Rémulo Farrera
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and Manuel Rovelo Argﬁ'ello were elected as candidates of the tuxtleco
Partido Liberal, Adolfo E. Grajales represented Soconusco, and Jesis
Mart{nez Rojas and César Castellanos were elected as candidates of the
cristobalense Partido Popular. The newly elected state legislature,

106 Yo

noted Martfnez Rojas, was "for the most part independent.
better testimony of Guillén's political skill can be found than in the
transformation in the opinion of the cristobalense La Voz del Pueblo.
In February 1912 Guillén's appointment was viewed as a "cient{fico
triumph." By September the governor was refered to as "a man of good
07

faith, of noble and honorable ideals."l

Governor Guillén, in cooperation with the new legislature, also

decreed some moderate reforms. Although the division of ejidos had
ended in 1909, the 1892 rLey de Ejidos (decreeing the parcelization of
communal village lands) was repealed in November 1912. 1In December a
new labor law was promulgated. This law required employers not to
carry workers' debts for more than a year, established a maximum ten-
hour work day, prohibited debt inheritance, and required employers to
provide a primitive form of insurance for disabled work&-:rs.loB Guillén
also established the Office of Servant Contractors to oversee the
contracting of highland indians and to prevent abuses. It quickly
became, unfortunately, a corrupt and abusive agency itself.l09 Finally,
in response to the participation of indians in the 1911 insurrectionm,
the state government abolished the regressive head tax.uo
Notwithstanding Guillén's program of conciliation and reform,
banditry reappeared throughout the state and Chiapas was plagued by a

deeprooted wave of violence. Hacendados reported difficulties in

keeping workers on their properties and bandits roamed the state, burning
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haciendas, tearing up towns, and stealing cattle.ll In Tonalﬁ, for

example, landowners and merchants felt compelled to form their own rural
defense corps for use against bandits and rebellious workers.llz
Numerous petty political squabbles, often violent, erupted in the
municipalities over the control of local govermnem:‘u3 Early in 1912
one political party in Palenque attempted to prevent a rival party from

assuming office by armed fcrce.n['

The end of the tight political
control exercized during the Dfaz dictatorship led to the venting of
frustration and the abuse of the free political climate. Banditry,

and violence on the part of workers, was also partly economic in nature.
While wages remained stable during the period after Madero began his
revolution, prices for basic commodities soared. Between 1910 and 1912,
for example, the price of five liters of corn in Tuxtla Gutiérrez
increased from eight to thirty centavos and in Tapachula from twelve to

twenty centavc:s.l15 The Mexican State in Chiapas was in crisis.

| THE CONSTITUTIONALIST REVOLUTION

In February 1913 Governor Guillén took a leave of absence to travel
| to Mexico City. He wanted to lend his support to the Madero administration
in its struggle against Félix Dfaz, the dictator's nephew, who had
staged a revolt in the capital city. The state legislature then recalled
Reinaldo Gordillo Lebn from Guatemala to occupy the governor's mffice.u‘6
General Victoriano Huerta, the federal general in command of the defense
of the Madero government, treacherously joined forces with Dfaz and

overthrew the Madero government. President Madero and Vice-President

Pino Suirez were murdered on the night of February 21. The following day
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Governor Gordillo Ledn professed his loyality to the new administration
of President General Victoriano Huerta.117 The governor also asked
Senator Emilio Rabasa to work against the naming of a military governor
for Chiapas, a change desired by certain cristobalenses.118 The
governor of Coahuila, Venustiano Carranza, took exception to Huerta's
coup d& état on the same day, February 22, refusing to recognize its
legality. The Constitutionalist revolution had begun.

Most Chiapanecans were not really distressed at the fall of the
Madero government. The state government, including the legislature,
quickly and willingly accommodated itself to the new political order.
In March, for example, Gordillo Lebn asked all jefes polfticos to help
those political clubs supporting Félix Dfaz and Francisco Ledn De la
Barra, candidates for president and vice—president.u9 The cristobalense
rebels of 1911 considered Madero a traitor to their cause and to the
principles of 1910.120 Jeslis Martfnez Rojas supported the Huerta
regime (until October 1913) believing that the new president intended
to comply with the promises of the revolution.121 In Tuxtla Gutiérrez
little had changed, as witnessed by the return of Rambn Rabasa to the
municipal government. 122

President Huerta replaced Gordillo Lebn with General A.Z. Palafox
in July 1913, a move which was made in conformity with the general
militarization of the nation and which, incidentally, pleased many
cristobalenses. During his one year in Chiapas Palafox met his quota
for soldiers in the federal army and kept Chiapas out of the hands of
anti-Huerta rebels. The military administration made an attempt to

reform the office of labor contracting in San Cristbbal, set maximum

prices for primary commodities sold in towns, increased the number of
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school inspectors, and increased the budget for road construction to

a record $150,000.123

The Constitutionalist movement, that is, the anti-Huerta
rebellion led by Venustiano Carranza, gathered military strength and
political unity in the spring of 1913. 1Initially limited to the
northern tier of states, the movement soon gained allies in Morelos,
Campeche, and Tabasco.124 By the summer there were a number of
Constitutionalist chiefs in Tabasco, Carlos Greene, Pedro Colorado,
Juan Hernindez, and Luis Felipe Domfnguez, who conducted military
operations in both Tabasco and northern Chiapas.125 Late in 1913
the Vidal brothers of Pichucalco, Carlos and Luis, offered their

services to Greene and harrassed Chiapanecan authorities in their home

department.126

General Luis Felipe Dominguez, an hacendado from Tenosique, Tabasco,
entered Chiapas in March 1913 in command of the Usumacinta Brigade.
Over the next two years he marched from monteria to monterfa liberating
the mahogany workers.127 Thirty years later one worker recalled: "I
escaped from that hell because the Revolution liberated me. General

12
n128 One

Luis Felipe Dom{nguez came in 1913 and we all left with him.
administrator of a monterfa reported in 1914 that the lumber camps
"Santa Margarita" and "Santa Clara" were reduced to ashes. 29 In each
camp Domfnguez decreed the absolute liberty of work, the abolition of
all workers' debts, and the execution of administrators and overseers.
The Usumacinta Brigade, however, put the monterfas out of business for
only two to three years but in doing so became a legend in indigenous
Chiapas.lso

The other Domfhguez who entered legend in 1913 was Chiapanecan
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Senator Dr. Belisario Dominguez. He was elevated to the Senate in early
1913 upon the death of Leopold Gout. Dominguez, a comiteco and medical
doctor trained in Paris, was a staunch maderista who had been sickened
by Huerta's climb to power over the bodies of Madero and Pino Sufrez.
In September 1913 the senator published a speech he was not allowed to
read in the congressional record which was a virulent inditement of the
Huerta regime. Domfnguez called upon his collegues to do their duty
and depose the president, 'a bloody and ferocious soldier who
assassinates without hesitation anyone who is an obstacle to his wishes.”
He continued, arguing that ''the country hopes that you will honor her
before the world, saving her from the shame of having as chief executive
a TRAITOR and an ASSASSIN."131

Two weeks later Domfnguez was picked up by four policemen who drove
him to a cemetery, shot him, and buried the body. When the senator
failed to appear in the Senate chamber that day, October 8, the Chiapas
delegation led by Jesds Martfnez Rojas inquired at the Secretary of
Government as to his disappearance and declared that the Chamber of
Deputies would remain in permanent session until the matter was fully
cleared up. The following day rumors of Domfnguez's assassination
circulated in the capital city and Huerta dissolved both chambers of the
legislature on October 10 to prevent the congress from withdrawing its
recognition of the government. The Huerta regime no longer had even a
shadow of legitimacy.132

Violence became epidemic and contagious in Chiapas in 1913 and 1914,
In the confused political climate it was often impossible to distinguish
between bandits and revolutionaries. In June 1913 the jefe polftico

of Soconusco captured a large quantity of Constitutionalist revolutionary
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propaganda being smuggled into the state.134 By September 1913

Governor Palafox was asking the federal government for arms to use
against the rebels in Pichucalco, Palenque, and Mariscal.l35 In
February 1914 an uprising occured in Tapachula but it was suppressed in
one day. In the process jefe politico (and coffee planter) Fernando
Braun detained the leaders of the anarchist "Juan Alvarez" club,
shot them, and burned the bodies.136 Ricardo Caracosa led a small band
of revolutionaries near Comitn in 1914, supported by Guatemalan
president Estrada Cabrera.137 Similar small insurrectionary groups also
appeared: in Cintalapa led by Luis Espinosa, in Villa Flores led by
Santana Cérdova, in Ocosingo led by Aar8n Castellanos. These bands,
not individually, not collectively, threatened the Palafox government
in 1914, 138

Defeated militarily by the Constitutionalists, the Huerta regime
collapsed in the summer of 1914. The President General resigned on
July 15 and First Chief of the Constitutionalist movement, Venustiano
Carranza, entered Mexico City on August 20. Governor Palafox resigned
on August 13 and the state legislature named José Cano, a tuxtleco and
Rabasa intimate, interim governor. Faced with incipient rebellion
within his own movement in the north, Carranza set about to secure his
control over the south. In late August he appointed three military
governors, revolutionary proconsuls, for the south: Salvador Alvarado

for Yucatin, Francisco J. Mdjica for Tabasco, and Jeslis Agustfn Castro

for Chiapas. Castro arrived in Tuxtla Gutiérrez on September 14, 1914.13

9
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REFLECTIONS

The Mexican State entered a period of profound crisis in 1910. The
State was so intimately bound up with the personality of Porfirio Dfaz
that his disappearance led to a period of political fragmentation.
Centralizing tendencies could no longer focus upon any one center and
centrifugal forces, held in check for some thirty years, flourished in
crisis.

Chiapas, although far from being in a revolutionary situation in
1910 but being closely integrated into the national State, could not
avoid the repercussions of the national crisis. The Madero revolution
provided an opportunity for one localist group which had harbored
political ambition and resentment for twenty years to attempt to bring
down the government. The political establishment in Tuxtla Gutiérrez,
however, was not about to give up power as easily as the Dfaz regime in
Mexico City. It is no coincidence that the three most prosperous
departments in the state, Tuxtla, Comitén, and Soconusco, cast their
votes in the November 1911 gubernatorial election for the government
candidate. The entrepreneurial segment of Chiapanecan society was not
prepared to relinquish control of Chiapas' political and economic
development without a fight. Radical localism in San Cristbbal was
defeated and the concensus Emilio Rabasa created in the early 1890s held
firm,

In Chiapas, as in Mexico as a whole, the Mexican Revolution weakened

the national State. Within this decade-long crisis, however, conditions

appeared which favored the formation of an even stronger and more active

State. Revolutionary factions seeking mass support promised social and
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economic reforms which only a strong, interventionist State could
satisfy. Reform-oriented government along with years of civil war led
to the politicization of the working masses in Chiapas, as in Mexico.
Their pressure on revolutionary and post-revolutionary governments for
political participation and social-economic reforms also contributed
to the reconstruction of a State which was more formidable than Don

Porfirio's.







CHAPTER SIX
CIVIL WAR

Chiapanecan cowards, while the north
is struggling, you are enjoying peace,
but I will teach you to feel the
effects of the Revolution.

Jeslis Agustin Castro, 1914

Chiapas was invaded by an outside military force for the fourth time
in its history in the fall of 1914.1 The revolution which proceeded from
northern Mexico was imposed on the state. As a result a civil war
ensued in Chiapas between those who supported the Constitutionalist
movement and those who did not. Unlike the cristobalense radicals of 1911
who sought to restore past greatness, the anti-Constitutionalist rebels
of 1914-1920 simply wanted to maintain the status gquo ante. The two
movements were similar, however, in their antipathy for political
centralization. Both were essentially localist, opposed to the expansion
of the central State.

In 1920, with the fall of the Carranza government, the Chiapanecan
rebels skillfully manuevered the peaceful takeover of the state govermment.
The conservative insurgents acquired the political direction of a region
which had just emerged from years of social revolution; the past was

irretrievable. Five years of revolutionary administration and civil war
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had broken the isolation of rural Chiapas and the absolute power of the
hacendado over villages and workers. The politicization of the country-
side had begun by creating opportunities for powerless individuals and
groups to act in their own interest. Perhaps the best evidence of this
politicization was not the victory of the conservative insurgents in

1920 but their inability to remain in power.
REVOLUTION IMPOSED

General Jesds Agustin Castro and the Divisibén Veintiuno, comprising
1200 officers and men from the state of Durango, reached Tuxtla Gutiérrez
on September 14, 1914, As military governor, Castro assumed all
executive, legislative, and judicial power. All important positions in
state government and all departmental political officers were staffed
by military officers. The important municipal governments were overturned
in favor of loyal Constitutionalists, and military detachments were
stationed in each departmental cabecera. In less than two weeks
Constitutionalist rule was imposed on Chiapas.2

The harbinger of revolution, General Castro, was only twenty-seven
years old when he undertook the task of transforming Chiapas. A native
of Durango, he had joined the maderista movement in 1910 and by 1914 had
ascended to the rank of General in the Second Division of the Center under
the command of Jesfis Carranza. Like other young men in the Constitutionalist
movement, Castro was a sincere reformer, sensitive to human misery, and
desirous of rapid and radical change effected by a strong State. He
outlined his proconsular task to the literate population upon his arrival

in Chiapas:
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If yesterday the despotic government degenerated men

and converted them into slaves, the Revolution will

raise them up and make them dignified citizens; if

the tyranny sustained ignorance, the Revolution will

destroy it and bring enlightenment; if the privileged

robbed the poor, the Revolution will return to them

their rights; if there was one justice for the rich

and another for the poor, the Revolution will impose

equality before the law; if the ambitious misused

their power through fraud and crime, the Revolution

will see to it that officials will be choosen by the

popular vote. All the conquests of the Revolution

speak eloquently and proclaim a great future for the

country.3

Castro's first official act was to declare October 7, the anniversary
of Belisario Domfnguez's assassination, a day of mourning. Thereafter
official reform decrees were pronounced in rapid succession. In mid-
October, in conformity with the laws of the Reform (1855-1859), priests
were prohibited from wearing ecclesiastical dress in public and from
saying mass more than once a week, convents were closed, and anyone with
a cross on the roof of his house was fined ten pesos.b The Ley de
Obreros (Workers' Law) abolishing indebted servitude came on October 31,
the confiscation of all Church property on December 5, and the nullification
of mortgages of less than three thousand pesos on December 8. On January
16, 1915, the post of jefe politico was abolished, in conformity with
Carranza's conviction that no political intermediaries must exist between
the municipalities and the state government. An experimental agricultural
school was established in March and in April the Local Agrarian Commission
(CLA) was organized to supervise the return of land to villages. A law
5,

permitting divorce and remarriage was decreed on May 22. These laws and
decrees, all in harmony with the principles of the Constitutionalist

movement, sought to liberate workers, small property owners, indians,

women, and municipal governments from the control of economic, spiritual,
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political, and domestic bosses.

The Ley de Obreros was by far the most significant and far reaching
decree of the early Comnstitutionalist period in Chiapas. In one action
Castro abolished in law (and proceeded to do the same in practice) the
system of indebted servitude. The debts of all workers were forgiven.
This law prohibited company stores and child labor, established the
maximum number of days per week and hours per day of labor required by
workers, and obligated employers to provide decent housing, medicines,
and schools for workers and their families. A minimum wage schedule was
formulated requiring the highest wages (one peso per day) in labor-scarce
departments and the lowest permissible wages (sixty centavos) in
departments where there existed labor surpluses. Military commanders of
the departments (and later state government work inspectors) were
responsible for enforcing compliance and giving fines or prison terms to
those who failed to live up to the standards of the law.6 Governor
Francisco Lefn first proposed that the State begin to take respomsibility
for the wellbeing of workers in the 1890s. Under Castro this expansion
of responsibility finally took place.

In the fall of 1914 General Castro was reported to have told a crowd
of tuxtlecos that he would teach them to feel the effects of the
revolution. Teach them he did. Executions of "enemies of the people"
commenced immediately with state rurales making up many of the victims.
The most notable victim, Arturo Paramiro, Chief of the secret police under
Governor Palafox, was executed in October. Jacinto Pérez, the Chamula
cacique of the 1911 rebellion, was also shot in October after military
authorities in San Cristbbal were advised that he constituted a potential

danger.7
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Constitutionalist military expeditions into the countryside took the
form of punitive raids against haciendas, churches, and occasionally,
towns. The soldiers burned haciendas, stole cattle and crops, and
ordered workers to return to their villages and homes. They broke into
churches and destroyed altars and took anything of value.8 "It appears

these Constitutionalists,"

wrote the North American consular agent in
Ocbs, Guatemala, "are determined to commit all the possible damage before
they are defeated. They have committed no end of depredations in the
state of Chiapas.“9 A North American landowner in Pichucalco complained
that the Constitutionalists drove all her servants away. The officer in
command asked the workers, “don't you want to mount your patron's horse,
and put on his spurs, and be a seﬁbr?"lo
In a trip to the Central Highlands in early 1915, General Castro
visited several indian villages and explained the principles of the
revolution (through an interpreter) to the thousands who had gathered
to hear him. His government, Castro explained, was their friend and the
enemy of the ladino exploiters, Villagers were told they could retake
the land that had been stolen from them and in Oxchuc Castro supervised
the division of an abandoned hacienda.11 The Constitutionalist message
was getting across. "As the revolution developed in intensity,"
declared a North American resident of Tonalé, "the peons and laborers
working on the claimants' haciendas became more and more restless. Many
became insolent and refused to work, some joined various bands of

. . 12
revolutionary forces, and still others became bandits and thieves."
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COUNTERREVOLUTION

The Constitutionalist victory over the govermment of Victoriano
Huerta in the summer of 1914 was accompanied by serious friction between
the First Chief, Venustiano Carranza, and one of his most powerful and
popular general, Pancho Villa. In part, the ripening split in the
Constitutionalist movement was a struggle for personal power. Carranza
governed dictatorially during the preconstitutional period (1913-1916)
and tolerated little dissent or independence on the part of his military
commanders. Villa, chief of the Division of the North, chafed under
Carranza's tight control while the First Chief considered Villa too
insubordinate. Each came to distrust and loathe the other. 13

The split also reflected a deeper factional dispute and a divergence
of world-views. Both carrancistas and villistas viewed themselves as
the true revolutionaries and both factions appealed to the lower classes.
Villa and his party, however, possessed no national perspective and were
primarily concerned with the welfare of the villista army. The
carrancistas organized and communicated their social reform program more
successfully. They possessed a national perspective of Mexico's
problems and were also able to attract the support of the middle class,
who felt they had more to gain (or less to lose) from Carranza than
Villa.“

Mexico verged on civil war once again in the fall of 1914. In
September Carranza called for a national convention to determine a date
for national elections, discuss topics of national importance, and, it
was widely desired, resolve the factional dispute within the movement and

Prevent a civil war. Supporters of both Carranza and Villa wanted a
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peaceful resolution but expected the convention to champion their leader.
The convention which met in Aguascalientes on October 10, however, at
first assumed a neutral position and made itself a sovereign government,
much to Carranza's disgust. In early November Villa recognized the
authority of the convention government and placed himself and the Division
of the North under its command. Carranza refused to do likewise since
Villa by now controlled the convention. The convention government then
declared Carranza an insurgent. The loyal Constitutionalist generals,
the most important being Alvaro Obregén, remained with Carranza and by
the end of November the Constitutionalists were forced to abandon Mexico
City to Villa's army and flee to Veracruz. At the end of 1914 the
fortunes of Carranza and the Constitutionalist movement had never been
1c>wer.15

It was during this desperate period that the first counterrevolutionary
uprising occured in Chiapas. In light of the apparent imminent collapse
of the Constitutionalist movement and in response to General Castro's
heavy-handed treatment of the state, approximately forty men rebelled on
December 2, 1914 in the department of Chiapa. They signed the Acta de
Canquf, which proclaimed the sovereignty of Chiapas, pledged the
signatories to drive the "carrancista filibusters" from the state, and
made former state rurale and hacendado Tiburcio Fernfndez Ruiz chief of
the rebellion. They insisted they had risen in arms "in view of the
vandalistic acts which have victimized the Chiapanecan family by the
odious armed group that has invaded Chiapanecan soil, sent by the
carrancista government without any other objective than to destroy our
political institutions, end our sovereignty, and make themselves masters

of our lives and haciendas, sowing everywhere unhappiness and misery and
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attacking the most sacred possession of man, the home."l6

The military government in Tuxtla Gutiérrez attributed the rebellion
simply to hacendado opposition to the Ley de 0breros.17 Salvador Alvarado,
Chief of the Army of the Southeast (stationed in Yucatsn), however,
blamed the uprising on the abuse of power by Castro or his subordinates.

A North American resident of the state noted that the insurgents "are

"1 the villista

men of good reputation who call themselves villistas.
label was adopted because they understood that Villa was also fighting
Carranza. In time, however, the rebels acquired the name mapaches
(racoons) because often they were so hungry they ate uncooked corn right
in the fields like their namesakes.20

The mapache movement did not simply represent the reaction of the
Chiapanecan landed class to reformist government.Zl Hacendados did
form the leadership of the mapaches but hacendados also gave their
support to the Constitutionalist government; most simply stayed out of
the struggle or left Chiapas altogether. The mapaches rebelled to
defend their patria chica from abusive outsiders. The mapaches were
backwoods, frontier landowners, ranchers, hacienda foremen, cowboys,
ex-soldiers and rurales. Their home territory was the southern foothills
of the Sierra Madre around Villa Flores, Villa Corzo, and La Concordia.
The state government had not built any roads or railroads into this
region, thereby making commercial agriculture very difficult. Only one
of the mapaches, for example, Fern&ndez Ruiz, owned property valued at
over ten thousand pesos, although there were nearly 900 hacendados in
Chiapas who did.22 The mapaches were counterrevolutionaries, they were
not, however, representative of all hacendados in Chiapas and cannot be

viewed as guardians of the landed class.
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At first the insurgency was comprised of a loose coalition of groups
which gave only nominal submission to Ferndndez Ruiz. Salvador Méndez
operated in the Custepedes Valley, Virgilio Culebro and Tirso Castafidn
in Tonald, Eliezar Ruiz and the entire Ruiz clan in the department of
Chiapa, and Federico and Enrique Macias in La Frailesca. Two ex-federal
army officers, Rosendo Mirquez and Teofilio Castillo Corzo, resided in
Guatemala and aided the effort by recruiting men and rounding up arms and
ammunition. Occasionally the rebels coordinated their military
operations. The first of these was an attack on Villa Flores on December
14, 1914. They held the town for only one day and left upon the approach
of a Constitutionalist column. Generally, however, the mapaches ambushed
government columns, raided trains on the Panamerican railroad, harassed

supporters of the governmment, and carried on guerrilla warfare.23

In December 1914 Angel Marfa Pérez and José Domingo Pérez and other
cattlemen of Soconusco rebelled against the Constitutionalists in Tapachula.
This group fielded an army of nearly 2000 men, took possession of the
Tapachula and Huixtla, and professed loyality to the convention government
in Aguascalientes. In January, a large Constitutionalist force from the
Isthmus counter-attacked, dispersed the rebels into the mountains, and
killed the two leaders. A second attempt was made in March, when Francisco
Pino led eighty men to capture Union Juirez. They were quickly routed
and driven into Guatemala.zl‘ Soconusco thereafter remained peaceful,

productive, and solidly in the Constitutionalist camp.
LA MISERIA

The Chiapanecan civil war took on a momentum of its own in 1915.
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Mapache raids brought government counterattacks, executions, and arrests.
Both sides plundered and killed in the name of military necessity while
numerous bandits took advantage of the war to help 1:hemselves.z5 As life
in the countryside became more and more dangerous, families moved to town
and agricultural production sharply declined. Food became scarce and
expensive, and hunger took its f:oll.26

The indigenous population suffered as much at the hands of the
Constitutionalists as from the mapaches. Mateo Méndez Tzotzek of Chamula
recounted that the carrancistas "were awful to indians and ladinos alike.
They made women stay and be raped while they sent the men to look for
food for their horses. They stole food, livestock, everything from the

7

Chamulas."z Xun Vaskis, of Zinacantﬁn, remembered that the mapaches

"stole coils of woven palm. They stole pants. They stole shirts, money,

everything. 28

For most Chiapanecans, indian and ladino, the civil war
was a powerful force beyond their control and comprehension. They did
understand its effects: hunger, rape, murder, theft, abduction, and fear.
As late as the 1960s, residents of San Cristbbal Las Casas referred to
the revolutionary years as la missria.29

On June 3, 1915, the state legislature of Oaxaca withdrew its
recognition of the Carranza government and General Castro was ordered to
contain this defection. Castro withdrew from Chiapas with two brigades
of the Divisi8n Veintiuno, leaving General Blas Corral as military
governor. Corral, with only one brigade, had sufficient forces to control
the towns but not to pacify the entire state.30 In central Mexico,
on the other hand, the Constitutionalists had revived in the spring of
1915 and by the summer, Pancho Villa was, according to General Obregbn,

"defeated as a general and is a nullity as a poli\:ician."31 By October
4
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the convention government in Aguascalientes came to an ignominious end
at about the same time the United States government extended de facto
recognition to Carranza.32

In 1916 the mapaches were forced to abandon their disorganized
and uncoordinated character and establish greater cohesion. Early in
the year former Chiapanecan governor Flavio Guillén, Pancho Villa's
agent in Guatemala, attempted to gain control of the insurgent movement
in Chiapas. With the assistance of Guatemalan President Manuel Estrada
Cabrera, who provided arms and ammunition, Guillén named comiteco Virgilio
Culebro chief of the villistas in Chiapas.j3 This drove Tirso Castafidnm,
leader of a rival band in Comit&n, into establishing a closer alliance
with Fern&ndez Ruiz. In April the two leaders met in Villa Flores and
formed a government. Castahdén was designated Provisional Governor of
Chiapas while Fernadndez Ruiz assumed the more important post of General
in Chief of the Chiapanecan Liberation Movement. Together they forced
Culebro into Guatemalan exile, retained Estrada Cabrera's patronage (without
Guillén as middleman), and claimed the allegiance of most rebel factions
in the state.zl‘

To seal the bargain, Fern&ndez Ruiz and Castafién, joined by the
Macias brothers and Castillo Corzo, combined forces to attack the
Constitutionalist garrison in Comit&n. The assault, the largest military
action taken by either side thus far in the war, began at three in the
morning of April 15, 1916 by approximately one thousand men. The
government troops, vastly outnumbered, held out for four hours and then
abandoned the city. Following their victory, drunken rebel soldiers
sacked most of the commercial houses in Comit#n and broke into private

homes looking for money, liquor, food, horses, and women. A disapproving
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Fernandez Ruiz protected a few of the private homes in the center of
town but left the rest to the mercy of Castahdn's troops. The following
day government reinforcements from San Crist®bal forced the mapaches to
evacuate Comitén, to the relief of the townspeople.35

In July 1916 the rebellion received a further boost when Alberto
Pineda, son of 1911 cristobalense rebel leader Manuel Pineda, took to arms.
Early in 1915 the govermment had arrested four cristobalense hacendados,
Pineda among them, as rebel sympathizers. They were detained in Tuxtla
Gutiérrez and released when family and friends paid a $20,000 fine. Again
in early 1916 Pineda and twenty other highland gentlemen were rounded up
and jailed. Although soon released, Pineda had endured humiliation
enough and went to see the mapache chief.36 Fernindez Ruiz gave Pineda
the rank of colonel and along with some other highland landowners he
formed the Las Casas Brigade. They operated in the departments of Las
Casas, Childn, Palenque, and Simujovel.37

The pinedistas, when compared to the lowland mapaches, were wealthier
and more socially prominent. They were also better mannered. Pineda
apparently understood that guerrilla warfare required the cooperation of
villagers for food and information. Both groups, however, can be
classified as serrano movements, using the terminology of Alan Knight.
They were similar to the Pascual Orozco revolt in Western Chihuahua in
1912, villismo of 1913-1915, and the Figueroa brothers' revolt in Guerrero
in 1910-1911. These movements, Knight notes, "derived from remote,
mountainous regions and they represented the popular backlash of autonomous

: " 5 3 38
communities reacting against the incursions of central government.
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SIDE SHOWS

In 1916 General Blas Corral received orders from Carranza to end the
rebellion in Chiapas and the abuses of the military government.39 Corral
correctly understood t:ha(‘: the Chiapanecan rebellion could be sustained
practically forever so long as the government of Guatemala actively
supported the insurgents and gave them sanctuary. The Estrada Cabrera
administration treated the Mexican government as a natural enemy.l‘0 In
1916 alone, Guatemala supplied certain factions of the mapaches with over
250 rifles and 140,000 shells. In retaliation, Corral supported
Guatemalan revolutionaries operating near Huehuetenango with arms and
money, although with little z;uc:cess.41 Despite secret negotiations between
the Mexican and Guatemalan governments in 1916 and 1917, no agreement was
reached and each side continued to interfere in the internal affairs of
the c»ther.['2

In 1918 General Salvador Alvarado, then operating in Chiapas, captured
the archive of FernZndez Ruiz and Hector Macias. Much to his surprise he
learned that the mapache leader refused to take munitions from the
Guatemalan government. Instead nearly all ammunition used by most mapache
groups had been purchased or stolen from the government's troops.lﬁ

Pélix Dfaz, Don Porfirio's ne'er-do-well nephew, initiated a new
rebellion in the state of Veracruz to overthrow Carranza in February 1916,
The felicista movement, however, was no match for the armies of the
government and it was forced from Veracruz into Oaxaca and finally into
Chiapas by November. Of the 3000 men Dfaz had raised in Veracruz, less
than 100 managed to flee into Chiapas, most unarmed and on foot.“’

General Dfaz believed Chiapas would be fertile ground for his movement
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but before he could join forces with the Chiapanecan rebels he suffered
a devastating attack at Pueblo Nuevo. This engagement reduced the
felicistas to a pitifully small band of refugees. Dfaz did confer with
both Fernindez Ruiz and Pineda, inviting them to enlist in his revolution.
Fernidndez Ruiz cordially received and materially aided Dfaz and his
entourage but rejected any alliance. The mapache chief asserted that he
was fighting only in defense of his native state. Protected by mapaches,
Dfaz continued on to Guatemala and returned to New York.A5

Dfaz's second-in-command, Juan Andreu Almazin, years later gave a
candid assessment of the mapaches. Although their leaders were landowners
of high quality, he commented, "unfortunately, perhaps due to the
incredible amorality of the principal chiefs, the revolutionary movement
had degenerated into the most criminal conduct in the history of all the
civil war of Mexico.... The mapaches did not attack the enemy who carried
carbines, no sir, like sickly male goats from hell they attacked women,
without deference to age, social position, or healt:h."l‘6

Yet another rebellious element injected itself into Chiapas in 1916,
In April, Emilio Zapata, caudillo of the agrarian revolutionaries in
the state of Morelos, appointed Rafael Cal y Mayor Chief of Military
Operations in Chiapas, Tabasco, Campeche, and Yucatan. Caly Mayor was
from one of the most distinquished landholding families in the department
of Tuxtla and had been a law student in Mexico City before he joined
Zapata. The Chiapanecan zapatista staked out the Chiapas-Veracruz border
in the department of Mezcalapa as his territory and for the next three
Years terrorized everyone in the vicinity. Due to the size of his group,
Cal y Mayor was not much more than an irritant to the government in Tuxtla

Gutifrrez. To the inhabitants of northwest Chiapas, however, he was
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. 47
considered the most unscrupulous and brutal murderer of the revolution.

REVOLUTIONARY ADMINISTRATION

Civil government in Chiapas remained in the hands of non-Chiapanecan
military men from September 1914 to September 1916. Throughout this
period and until 1920, vigorous civil administration backed by military
force worked to regulate "the relationship between the capitalist and
the workers, toward the end of obtaining equilibrium."48

The agents of executive will in the countryside throughout the war
were Constitutionalist military officers with various titles. When the
jefaturas politicas were abolished in 1915 General Castro created the
post of Executive Delegate to perform the same duties. This post was
abolished in June 1915 but revived in 1917. Work inspectors charged with
the enforcement of the Ley de Obreros were located in each department and

were powerful agents in the extension of revolutionary administration.49

Hacendados attempted to continue their labor practices as though nothing

had changed. Some maintained two debt registers, one for the revolutionary

authorities showing the cancelation of all debts and another, true list

for use when the Constitutionalists would be driven from the state.50

The Executive Delegate in Palenque, for example, fined several hacendados

a total of $1,250 for infractions of the Ley de Obreros. He also found
that hacendados had close ties with local government officials and indian
caciques in procuring laborers and maintaining obedience. In order to
enforce the law executive delegates were forced to depose several municipal
presidents and secretaries.51 The military government also set about to

end the practice of baldiaje and arrendamiento. Executive delegates were
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instructed to publicize the prohibition of these practices and the fines
of between $500 to $1000 for hacendados who continued demanding labor or
commodities in rent.52

The military government also distributed circulars and sent translators
throughout Chiapas advising villagers on how to denounce lands they wanted
returned to them.53 A number of villages did proceed through administrative
channels to request the return of communal lands alienated during the
porfiriato, although many more apparently simply took over land they
considered rightfully theirs.SA Chiapanecan campesinos perhaps realized
how ineffective a government land reform program would be or, more likely,
did not understand the agrarian bureaucratic process. Despite the
military government's emphasis on agrarian reform in Chiapas, between
1915 and 1920 only six grants of land to villages were approved, providing
17,300 hectéreas.55

In 1918 a state labor relations board was established for the purpose
of fairly resoling conflicts between workers and employers. Local boards
were set up in each department.56 One month after its creation a strike
of coffee workers began in some plantations in Soconusco. The strikers,
led by Michoacan socialist Ismael Mendoza, demanded the reduction of the
cuerda (coffee workers were paid by task rather than by hour), medical
attention, the elimination of company stores, and payment in cash. The
government in Tuxtla Gutiérrez refused to support the strike and it was
broken by the planters.57

Nowhere else did the Constitutionalists rule with such a light hand
as they did in Soconusco. As a result the department was quiet and
Peaceful throughout the revolution. This anomalous condition was the

product of a number of different forces all working to maintain the
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production of coffee. In contrast to Alvarado's control of the henequen
industry in Yucatdn, the Constitutionalist authorities in Chiapas did mot
attempt to regulate the production or marketing of coffee. The Carranza
government, noted the United States consul in Guatemala City, "in that
part of Chiapas, is friendly in the extreme." As a result, he continued,
"business is active and there is a great deal of seeming ;n:osperit:y."58
Discontent on the part of workers was dispelled by higher wages, land
reform, government support of the planters, and private police forces.
Competition for workers, noted one observer, "is going to eat up a large

9

share of the profits."5 Most of the government-approved land reform

petitions, furthermore, were from Soconusco during the revolucion.60
Planters, with private guards, and municipal governments cooperated to
prevent labor violence, vandalism, and land ss::'Lzu»:es.61 Coffee was too
valuable to both the planters and the government to let a revolution
disrupt production.

In most of Chiapas, however, revolutionary administration combined
with the dislocation and disruption of war led to a social revolutionary
climate between 1914 and 1920. Under the cover of war, and sometimes
with military protection, campesinos began to take control of their lives.
They stopped paying rent, seized land and livestock, and ran away from
their former employers.62 A group of labor contracters for the coffee
plantations complained in 1918 that workers would take their advances,
sign contracts, and then work for someone else or mot show up at 311.63
Villagers began to complain to the authorities of conditions which they
passively accepted only a short time before.m.

The military governments maintained and even gave greater emphasis to

the earlier priorities of road construction and education. In 1915 an
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unprecedented fifty percent of the state budget was devoted to roads
and schoals.65 To pay for these improvements and to finance the war
the Corral administration increased taxes by forty percent on rural
properties valued over $1000, on commerce, and coffee production.66
In 1916 Carranza reduced the financial independence of state
governments. The First Chief diminished the scope of the state governments
in the kinds of taxation they could impose and he reduced the proportion
of federal taxes earmarked for state governments from fifty to twenty
percent.67 While federal per-capita expenditure increased from thirty-
four pesos in 1910 to fifty-three pesos in 1921, Chiapas state per-capita
expenditure declined from eight to only five pesos in the same time span.68

The magnitude of this form of centralization on Chiapas is illustrated

3 69
in the following table: (Also See Table 9 in Appendix.)

BUDGET YEAR TOTAL BUDGET EDUCATION ROADS
1915 $1,376,106 $588,575  $192,654
1916 1,860,259 856,776 227,694
1916 (revised) 544,317 193,405 169,500
1917 670,027 128,405 67,293
1919 672,111 130,038 92,585

Carranza made state governments even more dependent upon the federal
government than they had been previously for the financing of capital
intensive development projects. The federal government increased its
political control over state governments through the provision and
denial of grants and subsidies. Furthermore, given the limited size of
the national budget and the responsibility to direct funds where they
would bring the greatest benefit to the nation (or to the elite in Mexico
City), the federal government would favor some regions over others. In

the post-revolutionary period, most of the federal government's investment
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benefited only a few states. Unfortunately for Chiapas, the state was
never very important to politicians in Mexico City and the revolution did

) 70
not alter this status.

HOME RULE

As it became embarrassingly clear that the military government could
not crush the rebellion in Chiapas by force, Mexico City ordered the
implementation of a new strategy. In September 1916 First Chief Carranza
appointed Colonel Pablo Villanueva, a Chiapanecan, interim governor while
General Blas Corral was shifted to Chief of Military Operations of the
region. Villanueva planned to end the war through conciliation and
negotiation. To facilitate his peace offensive the new governor brought
a number of rebel sympathizers into his government, including Humberto
Consuelo Ruiz, brother of the mapache leaders Francisco and Fausto Ruiz.
Consuelo Ruiz was appointed Secretary General of Government, the second
most important civil post in state government. Villanueva's other
controversal appointment was that of Rafael Macal as Treasurer General,
an old friend of the Rabasas‘.71

Although civil government was returned to Chiapanecan hands in late
1916, landowners and merchants had served the earlier military administration.
Luis Espinosa, César Cdrdova, the Vidal brothers, Victorico Grajales,
Moisés E. Villers, Eduardo Castellanos, and José Farrera, to name only
a few, joined the Divisibn Veintiuno when it arrived in Chiapas in 1914».72
Hacendado Raquel D. Cal y Mayor served in several capacities in the
governments of Castro and Corral.73 Still, the appointment of Villanueva

"transformed the public spirit" in Tuxtla Gutiérrez and Tapachula and
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cemented elite support for the Constitutionalist teg:h-ne.74 In late 1916
the Villanueva government sent eight delegates, all hacendados, to the
constitutional convention in Quer&:aro.75 Hacendados Diego Coeto Lara,
Prudencio Pastrana, and Ezequiel Burguete sat on the state supreme court.76
The Constitutionalist regime in Chiapas, particularly after 1916, had the
support and active participation of many of the most respected names in
Chiapanecan scu:iety.77 No simple class war ensued in 1914, Rather, the
revolution turned into a conflict within the elite, between one segment
that cooperated with and integrated into the Constitutionalist movement
and another segment that rejected any intrusion or change. The revolution
turned into a civil war between those who compromised with the presence

of the national State but also possessed the ability to use it for purposes
of their own and those who would not.

Villanueva's first moves were to take steps to end the abuses
committed by the military in Chiapas and to open negotiations with the
mapaches.78 Fernindez Ruiz, however, held a secure military position
in the field and demanded nothing less than the immediate evacuation
of all carrancista troops and the election of a civil government composed
entirely of Chiapanecans. Villanueva could not accept these conditions
but before the end of the armistice Tirso Castafidn attacked San Cristdbal,
ending any further discussion. The governor then ordered General Corral
to resume active military operations. Consuelo Ruiz resigned from the
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government and the policy of accommodation was in ruins.

WAR AND MORE WAR

1917 was the most successful and active year of the mapaches during
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the revolution. The total number of rebels under Fernindez Ruiz and
his subordinate commanders reached, perhaps, two thousand, rivaling and
surpassing the number of government troops in Chiapas.so All travel
between the major towns was organized in conveys with military escorts.
One such convoy between Tonald and Tuxtla Gutifrrez early in 1917 contained
eighty-three ox carts and a guard of thirty mounted soldiers.gl Train
service between Tehuantepec and Tapachula occupied only the daylight hours
and even then trains with heavy guard were derailed and held up.82
By June Fernandez Ruiz felt strong enough to strike a final blow.
He ordered diversions along the Panamerican railroad as well as in the
highlands and early in the morning of June 5, sent a force of 500 men
under the joint command of Colonels Fausto Ruiz and Wulfrano Aguilar into
Tuxtla Guti€rrez. The attack had been well planned, for the capital of
the state was defended by less than sixty soldiers while General Corral
and over one thousand men were in the Frailesca valley looking for mapaches.
The insurgents quickly took control of the city, although not the military
garrison, began to loot businesses and homes, and burned the government
palace. (Colonel Aguilar was dismissed by Fernandez Ruiz for the destruction
of the palace.) The mapaches were more interested with plunder than
defense, however, for Constitutionalist reinforcements from nearby towns
soon retook the capital. Fernandez Ruiz ordered a second assault upon
Tuxtla Gutiérrez on July 29, this time under the command of Tirso Castafién.
They again quickly took the town and held it for twenty-two hours but
failed to block the road from Ozocoautla and the reinforcements it carried.
The mapaches possessed neither the leadership nor the discipline to fight
a defensive war or hold on to any city for very long; they were raiders.83

1917 also saw a division in mapache ranks between Alberto Pineda
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and Tirso Castandn. Pineda had become disgusted by Castaidn's
"vandalistic behavior," as he termed it, particularly Castafién's treat-
ment of comitecos.84 Pineda believed that Castafidn damaged the common
cause and Castandn was jealous of Pineda's prestige and authority in
the Central Highlands. This feud led to frequent armed classes between
the two rebel bands. 1In March 1918, Fernindez Ruiz sided with Pineda and
expelled Castdndn, who fled to Guatemala.85

Frustrated in the lowlands, Fernandez Ruiz ordered an offensive in
the highlands in January 1918. He sent four of his own regiments to
serve under Pineda and elevated the cristobalense to brigadier general.86
With about one thousand soldiers, Pineda left his base in Ocosingo and
over the next two months took Simojovel, Palenque, Salto del Agua, Sivaca,
Copaihala, and Pichucalco. This successful campaign was abruptly halted
by Salvador Alvarado in March.87

The failure to successfully prosecute the war in Chiapas by 1918 led
President Carranza to call in one of his most respected generals, Salvador
Alvarado. Alvarado arrived in Chiapas from Yucatan in late March with
over four thousand soldiers. In Tuxtla Gutiérrez, Alvarado formed a
citizens' committee to negotiate a political settlement with the mapaches.
Negotiations did begin and took place on an isolated hacienda in the
department of Chiapa, but during one of the sessions a column of government
troops under the command of Carlos Vidal closed in on the negotiators,
killing some on both sides, although the principal rebel leaders escaped.
This was the same kind of treacherous tactic which led to Emiliano Zapata's

88

assassination in April 1919, also at the hands of the Constitutionalists,

Alvarado then turned to total war.

On March 20, following the example of the Spanish army in Cuba and
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the United States army in the Philippines, General Alvarado ordered a
program of population reconcentration. The departments of Tonal4, Tuxtla,
Chiapa, and La Libertad were declared rebel zones. All inhabitants in
those areas were required to resettle in government controlled towns or
they would be considered and treated as rebels after May 31, 1918.89
The reconcentration program, more than any single action of the
revolution, destroyed the economy of Chiapas and brought starvation to the
state. The North American consul at Salina Cruz among others charged that
the main result of the program was '"to fill the pockets of the government
generals and their lieutenants, who are thus enabled to buy up the
livestock and other belongings of the reconcentrated population at nominal
figures, and to embitter the people against the government."90 More
people than ever abandoned the state or joined the rebellion in 1918,
particularly small property owners, rather than be shot at in the country
or go hungry in the towns.91 Governor Villanueva was not willing to
pursue victory at any price and worked at cross purposes with Alvarado.92
When villagers, ranchers, and hacendados requested permission not to
reconcentrate, the governor assented.93
Faced with an aggressive campaign of nearly five thousand Constitutional-
ists, Fernindez Ruiz avoided battle with Alvarado. Alvarado's two
lieutenants, Generals Blas Corral and Carlos Vidal, divided the state
between them, the former going after Pineda and the latter after Fernfndez
Ruiz. In April Corral attacked Pineda's base, Ocosingo, with 1500 regulars.
Pineda, with only 300 men, held out for fourteen days. On the fourteenth
day Alvarado personally led an additional 500 regulars and 500 indigenous

troops, forcing Pineda to escape during the night.94 Corral continued

to harrass pinedistas, forcing them to break up into small groups and move
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into Tabasco and Guatemala. He recaptured Simojovel and Pichucalco,
although in October Pineda resurfaced and briefly occupied San Crisf:ébal.g5
Alvarado returned to Mexico City in the fall of 1918 to report to
Carranza. He told the president, with considerable exaggeration, that
the rebellion had been crushed and in an interview with the newspapers
stated that three-fourths of Chiapas had been 1:>acified.96 Alvarado
returned to the state near the end of the year to mop up, although by
that time much of his expeditionary force had been transferred to other
parts of Mexico. FernaAndez Ruiz demonstrated the deficiency of Alvarado's
pacification when he ambushed the famous general near La Concordia.
Alvarado barely escaped to Tuxtla Gutiérrez and from there he returned
to Mexico City. He covered his defeat with declarations of victory and
did not return to Chiapas.97 The stalemate continued. The government
could not pacify the countryside and the rebels could not hold the cities.
Although Alvarado left Chiapas in defeat, he had in fact come close
to breaking the back of the rebellion. Due to the hardships imposed by
this aggressive campaign the mapaches had been reduced to less than 600
men by late 1918 and were running out of arms and ammunition. Furthermore,
at the end of 1918 and throughout 1919 the entire state was hit by the
Spanish influenza epidemic and a bout of malaria. Both devastated the
mapache ranks. In October one of the Macias brothers showed up at the
Mexican legation in Guatemala asking the ambassador to arrange suitable
peace terms between the warring parties. Fernfndez Ruiz, it seems, was
ready to compromise. The legation communicated this desire to General
Alvarado, but he refused to discuss any terms but those of unconditional
surrender. The legation then reported to Mexico City that due to the

demoralization of the mapaches and their lack of arms and men, 1500 men
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commanded by a respected general other than Alvarado could end the
rebellion. The Carranza government did not heed this advice.98

The year 1919, from a military point of view, was relatively quiet.
The only significant military action took place near the end of the year.
In November and December, Fernadndez Ruiz routed two different
Constitutionalist columns near Villa Flores, the rebel capital.99 The

most heated conflict during 1919, however, took place on the political

battlefield within Constitutionalist ranks.

POLITICAL BATTLES

In 1918 President Carranza let it be known that Chiapas would
return to civilian rule and that gubernatorial elections would be held
in May 1920. Chiapas then turned its attention to political rather than
military campaigns. Two rival political camps immediately formed in
Tuxtla Gutirrez, one supporting Pable Villanueva and the other
Carlos Vidal. State government employees, personal friends, and important
tuxtlecos formed the pro-Villanueva Partido Liberal Chiapaneco while
Vidal's supporters, many of them fellow officers, formed the Club Liberal
Joaguin Miguel Gutiérrez. The opposing political parties were not
completely unfamiliar to Chiapas. Behind Villanueva was Ramén Rabasa,
Raquel D. Cal y Mayor, R&ul E. Rincdn, and Lisandro Lépez, rabasistas 11,100
Vidal had the support of the Anti-reelectionist club in San Crist®bal
and its leader, Jeslis Martfnez Rojas, was Vidal's campaign manager.lm'
Vidal, more than anything else, was the all round opposition candidate
and his program reflected his diverse constituencies. The Vidal platform

was an interesting combination of Constitutionalism (support for
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Carranza's reforms), the 1911 program (economic development of the
Central Highlands), and the mapache program (a free and autonomous
Chiapas) .102

Both candidates campaigned as outsiders: Villanueva resigned his

commission and ran as a civilian against a government of army officers;

Vidal ran as the military officer unstained by sordid political compromises.

In the towns and villages factions competing for local offices endorsed
either Villanueva or Vidal, their decisions based less on political
issues than judgements as to who was most likely to win. Preparations
for the first round, the municipal elections of November 1919, occupied
all of 1919. Most government employees backed Villanueva while army
officers did their best on behalf of vidalista candidates, or more
commonly, against villanuevistas. The real issues of local political
contests had little or nothing to do with broader national or even state-
wide issues, but pitted the "outs" against the "ins;" one clan against
another, one part of town against another.ml‘ Yet, beginning in 1918
politics began to take on a new character in some areas in response to
the politizication of the countryside during the revolution. The
political polarization of indios versus ladinos, the landless versus the
landed, and workers versus capitalists appeared. The politics of class
was beginning in Chiapas.lo5

The evolution of politics in Motozintla, cabecera of the department
of Mariscal, in 1919 and 1920, from traditional family rivalry to class
polarization, was pivotal in the transformation of Chiapanecan politics
in the 1920s. Motozintla is located in a small, high valley in the
Sierra Madre, just north of the coffee producing region of Soconusco.

For decades the indian villages in Mariscal had provided a large
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percentage of the labor force on the coffee plantations. Thanks to the
difficult terrain and their long distance from Tapachula the villages had
remained free, although they had been adversely affected by the reparto
program before the revolution. This rather unique environment provided
the birthplace for the first socialist organization in Chiapas.

In 1919 two political clubs were formed in Motozintla around two
alliances of political clans to participate in the upcoming elections.
The Club Liberal Mariscalense, run by the Avendano, Garcfa, and Ruiz
families, was organized to maintain control of the ayuntamiento and
support Villanueva. Since this was the party in power it was also the
party of the enganchadores, the ever present labor contractors. The Club
Liberal Belisario Dominguez, dominated by the Velidzquez, Pérez, and Zunim
families, was the opposition party. It supported Vidal because the
Club Liberal Mariscalense supported Villanueva.106

Villanueva won the first bout with Vidal when he put his supporters

in most of the municipal presidencies in the 1919 electionS,lO7 Not

surprisingly, the Club Liberal Mariscalense won in Motozintla.loe After
the election the Club Liberal Belisario Dominguez underwent a radical
transformation. Under the influence of Raymundo Enrfquez, a federal
agrarian engineer in Soconusco, and Ricardo Alfonso Paniagua, originally
from Motozintla and in 1919 a representative of the Socialist Party of
Michoac&n, the party broadened its base to include indian workers and
women. In the last days of December 1919 the judge in Motozintla reported
that "for several nights Mendoza [leader of the Club Liberal Belisario
Domfnguez] and others have held secret meetings, with the indigenous

class armed with clubs, machetes, and firearms; it is rumored that the

leaders will effect an uprising t:omorrow."lo9 Several meetings were held
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during the first two weeks of January 1920 leading to the formation of
the Partido Socialista Chiapaneco (the Chiapanecan Socialist Party or PSC)
on January 13.llo

The PSC, reported Municipal President Avendato, was a '"true workers'
mob" of over 200 members which he characterized as ''very advanced bolshevik

nlll

socialism. The PSC, according to Paniagua, 'was founded with the

principal object to procure the improvement of our proletarian classes."112
The party's general program called for the socialization of land and

all instruments of production, social equality, and the institution of
communism in Mexicc.ll3 The municipal government in Motozintla used

every means at its disposal to destroy the PSC; the party was denied
permission to organize, meetings were disrupted by the police, and

party members were arrested for agitation.lu Paniagua was busy

organizing PSC branches elsewhere in the department of Mariscal when the

Constitutionalist regime in Mexico City and in Chiapas was cverl:hrm«m.u5

VICTORY BY PERSEVERANCE

Venustiano Carranza's term of office was to expire in December 1920
and under the Constitution of 1917 he was ineligible for reelection. On
June 1, 1919, General Alvaro Obregbn announced his candidacy for the
presidency of Mexico. No other man in the country had as much prestige
and popularity as Obregdn, who was widely believed to be Carranza's
choice to succeed him. Early in 1920, however, the pro-administration
newspaper El Dembcrata formally launched the candidacy of Ignacio Bonillas,
the Mexican ambassador to the United States and a man generally unknown

in Mexico. It was a strange choice on Carranza's part, and it led to
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his downfall.116

In April 1920 a revolutionary movement formed in the state of Somora
(Obregbén's own) under the leadership of Governor Adolfo De la Huerta.
The conflict originatéd as a federal-state dispute over the placement of
army units in the state but the rebellion quickly evolved into a drive
aimed at preventing Carranza from imposing an unpopular successor.
Obregdn, fearful of government imprisonment (he was ordered to appear
before a Mexico City court), joined the movement and by late April Carranza
was faced with a serious revolt. Most of the army followed Obregbn and
joined the Agua Prieta movement, as it was called from the name of the
Sonoran town where the rebellion was proclaimed. As in late 1914,
Carranza was forced to abandon Mexico City for Veracruz. Before his train
reached the port city it was attacked and the president was obliged to
escape into the Puebla countryside on horseback. On the night of May 20
his pursuers found camp of the presidential party and the First Chief
of the Constitutionalist revolution was killed.117

The repercussion of these events in Chiapas, as in most states, was
overwhelming. In March Interim Governor General Alejo Gonzilez (Villanueva
had resigned in 1919 in order to run for governor) met with Fernindez
Ruiz and the two agreed to suspend hostilities until mid-April. 1In the
subsequent peace negotiations, the mapache caudillo dropped his demand for
the immediate evacuation of federal troops from the state if the
government would incorporate the mapaches into the federal military,
Fernfndez Ruiz also sought the temporary suspension of taxation of rural
property for the purpose of reconstruction, the agreement by the federal
government to build a railroad into the interior of Chiapas, the

division of national lands for the benefit of the "proletarian class",
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and the election of a Chiapanecan gover:nmem:.l:l8

By April the question of negotiation became irrelevant as the
Constitutionalist government of Alejo Gonzalez began to collapse. Early
in the month Albino Lacunza, the commander of the government garrison
in Villa Flores, joined the mapaches in seconding the Agua Prieta
movement. Fern&ndez Ruiz declared himself First Chief of the movement
in Chiapas. On May 1, the 150 man garrison at Chiapa de Corzo pledged
its loyality to Obregbn and Fernfndez Ruiz. Five days later gubernatorial
candidate Carlos Vidal went over to the Agua Prieta movement and most of
the army in Chiapas followed his 1ead.n9 General Gonzdlez abandoned
Tuxtla Guti€rrez on May 18 with nearly 1000 men and tried, unsuccessfully,
to join Carranza in Veracruz.lzo Ferndndez Ruiz occupied the state
capital four days later. Perseverance had won the war; the mapaches
owned Ch:iapas.121

By declaring his adherence to the Agua Prieta movement in its early
stages Fernandez Ruiz won the good will of the new authorities in Mexico
City. Early in June, Interim President Adolfo De la Huerta chose
Francisco Ruiz, one of Fernandez Ruiz's lieutenants, interim governor of
Chiapas. Ferndndez Ruiz was designated Chief of Military Operations in
the state of Chiapas and his rank of General of Division was confirmed
by the president. The mapache army was incorporated into the federal
army. In July Carlos Vidal, Francisco Ruiz, Héctor Macias, and Alberto
Pineda endorsed Tiburcio Fernindez Ruiz for constitutional governor of
the state. Running unopposed, Fernandez Ruiz won the November election
and took office on December 1, 1920.122

Another group won political power late in 1920. The collapse of

Constitutionalist rule had local as well as state-wide consequences. In
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some localities vidalista parties joined the Agua Prieta movement and,
with military support, overturned local governments. Such was the case

in Motozintla. Ricardo Alfonso Paniagua placed Partido Socialista

Chiapaneco members on the Mariscal electoral college and elected in
A . 2
November a socialist municipal government.l 3 The stage was set for the

political battles of the 1920s.

REFLECTIONS

The mapache victory was unique in the Mexican Revolution. Only in
Chiapas did a genuinely counterrevolutionary movement come to power. But
the victory did not move the calendar back to 1910; the Chiapas the
mapaches fought to save was irrevocably lost. As a result of five years
of reformist administration and civil war the vast majority of the
population, previously excluded from political participation, had been
politicized. 1If the masses could be mobilized by a political party to
struggle for their class interests they would constitute a powerful

political force. The politics of elites were giving way to the politics

of the masses.

The Mexican State nearly disintegrated during the ten year Mexican
Revolution. No government was able to reestablish the degree of control
exercized by Porfirio Dfaz during the period 1910-1920. Because of this
the powerless, the disaffected, and the marginal elements of the
population had an opportunity to act on behalf of their own interests,
They took land, refused to pay rent, organized strikes, overturned local

governments, and began to take control of their lives.
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Out of this period of dissolution, and in response to the
politicization of the population, the national State emerged potentially
stronger. Its role in the life of the nation expanded. The State
assumed the responsibility to regulate, as General Blas Corral said,
"the relationship between the capitalist and the workers." This,
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