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ABSTRACT

A LAND-USE STUDY OF COMMERCIAL AGRICULTURE
IN CHIAPAS, MEXICO

By

Rosemary Louise Gunn

Agriculture is the economic way of life in Chiapas. Although
subsistence cultivation has continued from pre-Columbian times through
the centuries, it is now giving way to commercial agriculture based on
tropical crops. Coffee, cacao, bananas, and cotton are representative
of the many specialties presently cultivated in the state. Little
published material is available for review; and, therefore, the
research was directed toward field observations and interviews
concerning the techniques of cultivation used by farmers. An analysis
was to identify the techniques most useful for the further development
of commercial agriculture and to predict the future of commercial
agriculture in Chiapas.

Coffee, the most valuable export crop of the state, has been
successfully grown for the past century. The methods used in its
cultivation are notably primitive. Yet, because of the success to
date, planters are reluctant to try new techniques. Cacao is the
oldest commercial crop in the area and one of the least stable.

Cacao planters will try new techniques, but are equally willing to
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cease growing the crop. They are not willing to change the methods of
processing, however, in part because they have no incentive to change.
The market is controlled by the government, and the prices are fixed at
a low level. Bananas are again under commercial cultivation after
almost total destruction through plagues and hurricane damage. Banana
planters are few in number, but are among the most progressive farmers
of the state. Real expansion of the crop awaits a stable export market.
Until then, banana production will be small in volume and limited to
the Mexico City market. Cotton has expanded rapidly under government
auspices. All the adjuncts of modern commercial agriculture are
employed in its cultivation. However, as a high-cost crop its exist-
ence depends upon the availability of credit. Without it, cotton
would soon fade from the scene. Other crops are commercially culti-
vated but, although valuable, do not dominate commercial agriculture

as do the preceding four. Analysis suggests that the location and
areal extent of the four leading crops will shift as the cultivation
of other crops expands.

The findings of the study indicate a potential for rapid develop-
ment of commercial agriculture, but a number of problems must yet be
resolved:

1. As in many other tropical or developing areas, the
transportation system of Chiapas is primitive. Existing
roads and railroads need improvement, and new roads
must be built.

2. The present land tenure system, although it has favored
many small farmers, also encourages evasion of the law
by large landholders. The ejido system operates satis-

factorily at present in Chiapas, but is likely to promote
excessive subdividing of land holdings in the future.
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The knowledge of farm techniques and attitudes toward
physical labor and personal management of farm prop-
erty needs improvement.

Farmers alone can no longer change the character of an
agricultural region. Rather, much of the direction must
come from the government.

The most potent instrument for agricultural change is
readily available and abundant credit. However, credit
must be accompanied by wise planning on the part of the
government and put into effect through well-trained
agricultural experts.

Little research has been done in Chiapas; and, although
published data are scant and unreliable, the area offers
rewarding opportunities for further study.
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PREFACE

A chance remark made during a Latin America seminar at Michigan
State University led to the subject of this research. Discussion was
centered around the importance of Mexico's leading coffee region, in
Veracruz State, and a passing reference was made to how little was
known about the second most important coffee region in the state of
Chiapas. With an abiding love for tropical areas and a regional
interest in Latin America, that remark remained in my mind.

As a geographer, I am deeply interested in rural culture; and
yet as a regionalist I have convictions of the necessity to learn
about all aspects of a region. Here then was the opportunity to meld
my various interests into one package. Coffee as an agricultural crop
would lead me into the rural areas of the tropics, and I would be
concerned with an economic study of human activities.

In the review of literature, Chiapas emerged as an unpolished
and multi-faceted agricultural jewel; and the scope of the research
began to broaden. Coffee was only one of several commercial crops.
Finally, three more crops--cacao, cotton, and bananas--were added to
the subject of research. But a purely economic study was not the aim.
Instead, the underlying theme became a question of how much the agri-
cultural methods used by farmers affect the development potential for

commercial agriculture in a region.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Since World War II the drive toward economic development for all
nations has grown very strong. Until recently such development was
sought through an elaboration of an industrial base, but experience has
suggested that continuous industrial growth requires a similar growth
in agriculture. In Mexico growth in the industrial sector was accom-
panied by agricultural change. Because '"Land and Liberty' was one of
the unifying themes of the 1910 Revolution, the government was forced
to begin some kind of agricultural program. Land was expropriated from
large estates and given as ejidos (inalienable communal property) to
villages or groups of laborers. Little attempt was made to evaluate
the quality of the redistributed land; and often the ejiditarios found
themselves with land that was, at best, marginal for cultivation. When
most of the expropriated land had been distributed, many farmers were
still without land and more was needed. As the central section of
Mexico was heavily populated, the only large areas of unused or under-
used land lay on the periphery of the nation. The arid lands of the
North required water to make them productive, and a program to irrigate
them was begun. The Laguna Basin, the Rf; Bravo (Grande), and the
southern part of the Colorado Delta became the foci of several irriga-

tion projects. The development of these northern lands initiated
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Mexico's agricultural '"frontier' program, and today these same areas
account for much of Mexico's large cotton production.

More ambitious plans to develop entire river basins, both indus-
trially and agriculturally, have centered upon the frontier of the
rainy tropics. The Papaloapan Basin became the first major tropical
river basin selected for development. The industrial section of that
program was not initially successful, and agricultural achievement was
limited. The Papaloapan Project led to similar plans for smaller rivers
in Veracruz, Tabasco, and Campeche. Now the Grijalva and the Usumacinta,
two major basins in southeastern Mexico, are scheduled for development.
Because the Usumacinta flows for part of its length along the border
between Mexico and Guatemala, development of this river must await
cooperative action by the two countries. But, work is already in
progress on the Grijalva Basin. The first of four phases, the huge
Netzahualcoyotl Dam at Malpaso, has been completed; and work on the
second phase has begun. This project is aimed primarily toward the
production of electricity for the nation. Locally it will benefit the
state of Chiapas, another of Mexico's agricultural frontiers.

Comparable in size to the southern peninsula of Michigan, Chiapas
is an agricultural state with little industry. Located between the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec and Guatemala (Figure 1), Chiapas is mountainous
and tropical. A southeast-northwest depression, the Grijalva Valley,
cuts through the center of the state. To the south of the depression
the mountains fronting the Pacific drop precipitously to the narrow
coastal plain, the Soconusco. Descent from the mountains on the north
side of the central valley is more gradual, and hilly uplands merge into

the Caribbean coastal plain on the border between Chiapas and Tabasco.
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The population growth averages about 3 percent per year. From 1950
to 1970 the number of people increased from 907,000 to 1,560,053, of
whom more than 1,000,000 were rural. Chiapas has three large cities,
which are growing at approximately the same rate as the state. The
cities and most of the towns serve as markets or collecting centers
for the state's agricultural products.

In the past Chiapas offered a nearly ideal situation for the
development of commercial crops for export. Large tracts of unused
land, suitable climate and soils, and a not-too-distant source of
labor (the meseta) were available. Transportation was the principal
handicap. The state lacked roads, railroads, and harbors. But, at
the end of the 19th century the first step was taken to improve this
situation. A railroad was built along the Pacific coastal plain.

In the 1950's, the Inter-American Highway was completed through
the highland settlements in the center of the state to the Guatemalan
border. And, in the 1960's a coastal branch of that road was added.
Northern Chiapas is serviced by the road and railroad which connect
the Yucatan Peninsula with Mexico City.

Specialized agriculture in Chiapas began before the 16th century
when cacao was exported to central Mexico as tribute to the Aztec
Empire. In the last half of the 19th century German planters, entering
via Guatemala, began coffee cultivation near Tapachula. Banana culti-
vation followed coffee, and in the 1960's cotton became the newest
major commercial crop. More than twelve other crops are of high value
and, in time, could be produced in exportable quantities. Few other
areas of the world can or do produce such a variety of crops within

the confines of a single political subdivision.



The Problem

For many nations, especially those in tropical regions, concern is
centered upon initiating commercial agriculture, assuming that once
started such agriculture will gain momentum and maintain itself. Little
attention has been given to the manner in which an already established
tropical commercial agriculture develops more completely. It is reason-
able to assume that within the internal structure of agricultural areas
there are modes of operation which, having adjusted to the requirements
of the region, aid in development. Therefore, a land-use study of com-
mercial agriculture in Chiapas, Mexico, was proposed. As Chiapas has
a partially developed commercial agriculture which includes a variety
of crops, the research proceeded under the hypothesis that in Chiapas
there are patterns of operation which are common to all of the crops
grown in the commercial agriculture areas of the state and that these
patterns have positive effects on both the way commercial agriculture
develops and the chance of reaching maximum potential development.
Under this hypothesis the purpose of the research was to identify the
current patterns of operation and use them to predict the future
development of the area.

For purposes of this study commercial agriculture was defined as
that agriculture in which crops are grown for market and not to pro-
vide daily subsistence for the grower. The crops so produced are sold
interregionally rather than in local markets and are not the occasional
surplus of subsistence agriculture. As a further limit to the study,
only those crops were studied which occupy the greatest share of land
allocated to commercial production and provide a major share of the

revenue earned. In 1969 the most important crops of Chiapas had a



value of $101,417,600. Of these coffee, cacao, cotton, and bananas
were valued at $61,325,120 or approximately 60 percent of the total.
Therefore, these four crops were selected for research.

The factors assumed to be most pertinent and those which affect
the patterns of operation in Chiapas are 1) specific crops produced,
2) inputs such as fertilizers and pesticides, 3) techniques of farming,
4) labor, 5) markets and marketing procedures, 6) transportation,

7) land tenure systems, and 8) government activities such as taxation
and technical assistance. Using these factors, the research attempted
to answer the following questions:

1. What are the acreage and value of each major commercial
crop?

What fertilizers and pesticides are used?
How do the forms of tenure affect commercial agriculture?
What techniques of production are used?

What amount and type of labor are used in commercial
agriculture?

nNneEnuN

6. Where and how do the markets operate?

7. What are the marketing procedures?

8. Where and how is the labor obtained?

9. What forms of transportation are used?

10. What are the costs of transportation?

11. What are the forms of government interest in commercial
agriculture?

12. What is the potential for the expansion of commercial
agriculture?

Objectives

To analyze and predict the probable future development of commercial
agriculture in Chiapas, these objectives were pursued: 1) delimitation
of regions of commercial agriculture, 2) delineation of the areas of
single crop specialization within the larger agricultural regions, and
3) determination of the patterns of operation common to all commercial
agriculture and evaluation of those most conducive to furthering its

growth.



Procedure

A bibliography was started prior to field work in Mexico, which
was conducted from January, 1972, to January, 1973, and was continued
there. The research plan was developed to include interviews with
government officials and businessmen, plus a sampling of farmers engaged
in commercial agriculture. A continuing step throughout the year was
the gathering of statistical and general data, most of which were
obtained through the office of the Secretarf; de Agricultura y Ganadarf;
in Tuxtla Gutié}rez, Chiapas. Surprisingly few published or unpublished
papers have been produced by that office. Rudimentary records of yearly
production and hectares cultivated are kept, but little else. In addi-
tion to the collection of data, a search for base maps was made. The
need for base maps in a geographical study is essential and is also a
serious problem in Chiapas. All maps obtained from the government and
private sources had some discrepancies in the boundaries of municipios.
These are the smallest political units in Mexico and correspond some-
what to the meets and bounds counties of eastern United States. After
consultation with agricultural agents, the base map selected was that
obtained from the office of the Constitucional Delagado Federal de
Agricultura. This map is used for official work by that office.

Interviews with agricultural agents and businessmen associated with
commercial agriculture continued throughout the year. An attempt was
made to contact all of the local agricultural agents of the Secretaria
de Agricultura y Ganadarf&, Instituto Mexicano del Caf€, and the govern-
ment cacao buyers. Included among the businessmen contacted were the
export coffee buyers, managers of government credit agencies, and
representatives of the associations, both official and private, which

assist farmers.



Before the interviews with farmers could be conducted, it was
necessary to draw a sample. The 1960 census, which includes agricul-
tural statistics, was used to locate the municipios in which appreciable
quantities of coffee, cacao, cotton, and bananas are cultivated.
Because of the impossibility of developing reasonably complete lists
of names of cultivators, a stratified random sample could not be used.
Therefore, a locational sample was chosen. There are 111 municipios
in the state of Chiapas (Figure 2). Although variable in size and
frequently with poorly defined boundaries, they are the units for
which statistics are compiled. For this reason they were considered
the best units for use in the research.

In the early stages of research it was impossible to stratify the
sample either by crop or by size of farm. Therefore, the municipios
which produce the crops were divided into quadrants, three square miles
in size. Each quadrant was numbered, and quadrants were then selected
randomly. From each quadrant selected, one farmer was interviewed. A
list of questions for each crop was developed which corresponded to the
twelve questions of the problem, varying only where crop requirements
differed.

Because some locations could be reached only by trips of from one
to three weeks by horseback, and/or farmers in that location speak only
local Indian dialects, the services of the agricultural agents or the
Indian bureau were employed for some interviews. However, whenever
possible, the interviews were conducted personally. Field observations
were made at the time of the interviews, and as many as possible of the

other areas of the state not included in the samples were visited.
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Reforma
Catazaja
JuaTez
Salto de Agua
Palenque
La Libertad
Sunuapa
Pichucalco
Ostuacahn
Ixtacomitan
Ixtapangajoya
Solosuchiapa
Amatdn
Sabanilla
Tila
Tumbald
Francisco Ledn
Chapultenango
Ixhuatan
Juitiupdn
Yajaldn
Tecpatah
Ocotepec
Tapalapa
Tapilula
Pantepec
Raydn
Pueblo Nuevo
Solistahuacdn
Simojovel
Chilon
Copainalé'
Coapilla
Jitotal
Huitdn
El Bosque
Sitald
Chicoasen
Bochil
Panteljd
Ocosingo
San Fernandez
Villa Allende
Osumacinta
Soyalo L
Chalchuitan
Larrainzar
Chanal
Mitontec
Chenalho
Ixtapa
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FIGURE 2 (Continued)

50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.

60.
6l.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.

70.
71.

72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84,
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.

91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.

Chamula 97. Acapetahua
Altamirano 98. Motozintla
Cintalapa 99. Escuintla
Jiquipilas 100. Pueblo Nuevo
Ocozocoautla Comaltitldn
Berriozabal 101. Huixtla
Terdn 102. Tuzantdn
Tuxtla Gutiérrez 103. Unidn Judrez
Zinacantdn 104. Huehuetdn
San Cristébal 105. Cacahoatdn

de las Casas 106. Mazatdn
Tenejapa 107. Tapachula
Suchiapa 108. Tuxtla Chico
Chiapa de Corzo 109. Metapa
Acala 110. Frontera Hidalgo
El Zapotal 111. Suchiate
Oxchuc
Chiapilla
Totolapa
Teopisca
Amatenango

del Valle
Nicolas Ruiz
Venustiano

Carranza

Villa las Rosas

Villa Flores

Socoltenango

Comitdn

Las Margaritas

La Independencia

Villa Corzo

La Concordia

Tzimol

Trinitaria

Angel Albino Cor:zo

Chicomuselo

Frontera Comalapa

Arriaga

Tonald

Pijijiapahn

Mapastepec

Siltepec

Amatenango de la
Frontera

Bella Vista

La Grandeza

Bejucal del Ocampo

Porvenir

Mazapa de Madero

Acacoyagua
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Limitations of the Data

In developing areas, such as Chiapas, the accuracy of data is diffi-
cult to assess. The Secretarfﬁ de Agricultura y Ganadarfﬁ receives an
annual report from each municipio on the status of crops cultivated
within the area. In some cases the report is made by local agricultural
agents, but often it is submitted by the municipio president. These
reports are partly the result of personal observation and in part esti-
mates based upon conditions of the previous year, which in turn are
partially estimated. The state of communications simply does not permit
verification of estimates. However, one source of verification on the
amounts sold interregionally does exist. Each municipio has a fiscal
station at the boundary of its territory where trucks are inspected and
taxed. Also, the government alone processes some crops, such as cacao
and cotton, resulting in accurate records. When all sources are com-
pared, the estimates can be adjusted to approximate reality.

Data on exported coffee from the Instituto Mexicano del Cafe are
accurate, since the growers cannot export without a quota permit. But
this does not include all coffee harvested, even of exportable quality,
for quotas are assigned according to the average yield for a given area
and not for the amount actually harvested. Quotas are needed only for
coffee that is exported. The proximity of the Guatemalan border is
another factor. Many thousands of pounds of Guatemalan coffee find
their way into the Mexican market and add to the difficulty of com-
piling accurate statistics. Finally, Mexican land laws are strict and
limit the amount of land one man may own. The common practice of con-
cealing land in excess of the legal limit sometimes leads to the

reporting of lesser amounts harvested than is the actual case or
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reporting part as being from one municipio and part from another. The
official reports, for these reasons, should be taken as reasonable
estimates and not as exact figures.

Results of personal interviews must also be looked upon as esti-
mates, because the Mexican farmer enjoys being interviewed but does not
always give correct answers. Sometimes he fears that the answer will
reveal illegal land holdings, and sometimes he simply does not know the

answer. Rather than give no answer, he may give an incorrect one.

Related Literature

A review of the literature indicates that very few geographers
have worked in Chiapas. Of those who have, only Philip B. Ellis studied
agriculture.l He discussed the changes in agricultural land use that
have occurred with improvements in technical knowledge, equipment, and
communications and the effect of these changes on the development of
the towns in the Pacific coastal region. In common with the anthro-
pologists, American geographers have selected the highland Indian
cultures for study.2 In considering the impact of a new road to an
isolated community, A. David Hill had to touch upon agriculture.

Today, as in the past, anthropologists are the most active
researchers in Chiapas. Their work can be divided into two categories:
1) attempts to record all the important traits of a single culture

before they are lost, and 2) analyses of changes that come with

1Philip B. Ellis, "Changes in Agriculture and Settlement in
Coastal Chiapas, Southern Mexico,'" Institute of Latin American Studies,
Occasional Papers Number 2 (University of Glasgow, 1971).

2Philip Wagner, "Indian Economic Life in Chiapas,' Economic
Geography, Volume 39, Number 2 (April, 1963), pp. 156-164; and A. David
Hill, The Changing Landscape of a Mexican Municipio: Villa Las Rosas,
Chiapas (Chicago: Department of Geography, 1964), Research Paper 9I.
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cultural conflict.3 To the anthropologist the most constant and dis-
rupting conflict for Indian cultures is that of contact with ladino
and modern technology.4

Mexican writers have published only a few books and articles on
Chiapas. Most of these concern the entire state in a general study of
history, geography, or economics. Two of the most useful are economic

. . 7 . . . o
studies. Chiapas econdmico is a rather encyclopedic work covering every

phase of economic activity in the state from the 1800's to the middle
of the 1900's, with emphasis upon the 1940'5.5 One of the four volumes
is a survey of agriculture. Similar, but less extensive, is the eco-
nomic survey by Vivd Escoto using the 1950 census data.6 Both works
are more than ten years old and, therefore, do not present the current
situation in Chiapanecan agriculture.

Two regional geographies by Karl M. Helbig are particularly
valuable in the description of coffee plantations and their operation

. 7
in the Soconusco coastal area and central zone of the state.

3Robert M. Laughlin, "The Tzotzil,'" Handbook of Middle American
Indians, Volume 7, ed. Evon Z. Vogt (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1969); Laura Nadar and Duane Metzger, ''Conflict Resolution in
Two Mexican Communities,' American Anthropologist, Volume 65, Number 5,
Part I (June, 1965); and Pierre Van den Berghe and Benjamin N. Colby,
""Ladino-Indian Relations in the Highlands of Chiapas, Mexico,'" Social
Forces, Volume 40, Number 1 (October, 1961).

4A ladino is a person of either mixed Indian-European ancestry
or of pure Indian ancestry who has become Europeanized in dress,
language, and outlook.

SMoises T. de la Pefla, Chiapas econémico, Volumes 1-IV (Tuxtla
Gutiérrez, Chiapas: Departmento de Prensa y Turismo Seccidn
Autografica, 1951).

6Jorge A. Vivo Escoto, "Estudio dg/geografi% y demografia de
Chiapas,' Sociedad Mexicana de geografia y estadistica, Volume 87
(January-June, 1959).

7Karl M. Helbig, La cuenca superior del Rio Grijalva, trans.
Felix Heyne; and El Soconusco y su zona cafetalera en Chiapas, trans.
Augusto Muench (Tuxtla Gutierrez, Chiapas, 1964).
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Further agricultural information about Chiapas must be gleaned
from the many government publications on Mexican agriculture.
Specific facts about Chiapas are rare in these, but they assist in
fitting Chiapas into the larger framework of Mexico. Many studies
are concerned with the structural development of national agriculture
and put particular emphasis upon government policies which apply to
Chiapas as well as the rest of the nation.8 Others are limited to
smaller regions, especially those of the northern irrigation districts,
and analyze one or more aspects of the structure.9

The vigorous pursuit of land reform in Mexico and the development
of ejidos are unique and the cause of much interest.10 Simpson's
study, a classic, is one of the earliest evaluations of the ejidos.11
Many problems which he found prevalent in the early years of the ejidos,
such as poor quality of the land, too little land, and lack of trained
leadership remain as problems in Chiapas. Michael Belshaw's research
in a single village explains some of the social and economic problems

of the communal farmers in all areas of Mexico.12 His suggestion that

8Eduardo Venezian and William K. Gamble, A Review of Mexican
Agricultural Development 1950-65 (Ithaca: New York State College of
Agriculture, 1966).

9Whitney W. Hicks, "Agricultural Development in Northern Mexico
1940-60," Land Economics, Volume 43, Number 3 (August, 1967).

10An ejido is agricultural land, given to a group of people, which
can neither be sold nor rented. Title to the land resides in the com-
munity and not with the individuals living there.

11Eyler N. Simpson, The Ejido: Mexico's Way Out (Chapel Hill:
The University of North Carolina Press, 1937).

12Michael Belshaw, A Village Economy: Land and People of Huecorio
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1967).
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the ejiditarios view the permanence of the ejido as something to be
questioned was an unusual one, never touched upon by other writers.

World agricultural development has been the subject of many books
and articles. Most are concerned with the application of modern tech-
nology to subsistence farming and the great need for education and
research to improve the situation in developing nations. Emphasis is
placed upon the social problems of the subsistence farmer and the
development of an infrastructure.

Most closely allied to the theme of this research are the land-
use studies. These seek the causal factors for the location of partic-
ular crops. Henshall and King found the physical characteristics of
the land to be the only critical factors, but most others find their
explanations of land-use patterns in a combination of physical char-

acteristics and historical antecedents.13

Findings

In most tropical areas where coffee, cacao, cotton, or bananas are
grown, these crops are cultivated for export. The selection of the
four crops for study in Chiapas was made with the expectation that they
were exported. This expectation was not confirmed. Only coffee is
sold on the international market. Cacao, cotton, and bananas are sold
primarily in Mexico and are rarely exported. Of these three crops,
only cotton and a very small volume of bananas are cultivated under
modern techniques. The government controls the production of cotton

very rigidly, and permission to plant it is given only if the farmer

13Janet Henshall and L. J. King, "Some Structural Characteristics
of Peasant Agriculture in Barbados,'" Economic Geography, Volume 42,
1966.




16

uses machinery, fertilizers, and pesticides. The rapid expansion of
this crop is the result of government demand and the availability of
government credit.

Lack of credit and low prices are given as reasons for the decline
of cacao production. Prices are too low for the farmer to use ferti-
lizers or pesticides. Also, diseases cause heavy losses in the harvest.
Only where farmers can obtain credit for cattle raising or cotton culti-
vation do they use any form of fertilizer or pesticide for cacao. None
produce only cacao; all depend primarily on some other crop and may
grow cacao as a secondary source of income.

Coffee is the most important commercial crop in Chiapas, but the
cafetaleros as a group do not seek out improvements in cultivation
techniques.14 They seem to accept the methods of their fathers and
grandfathers as the only good way to grow coffee. In Chiapas only one
grower interviewed produces coffee without shade and uses chemical
fertilizers and pesticides.

Concern for the future productivity of his land does not seem to
be a characteristic of the average Chiapanecan farmer. When improve-
ments are needed, the government is expected to make them. Of all the
farmers interviewed (143), only the forty-eight commercial banana
growers seemed concerned about the future. They are former cotton
or cacao producers who turned to bananas as a more satisfactory crop

since about 1966.

14Cafetaleros are full-time large-scale coffee cultivators. In
Chiapas the term implies considerable prestige.



CHAPTER 11

THE STATE OF CHIAPAS

The state of Chiapas contains nearly 4 percent of the Mexican
national territory. It ranks midway in size between the largest and
smallest states. In a broad comparison, Chiapas resembles a miniature
Mexico. From the northern border of Mexico to just south of Mexico
City the important landforms are a high central plateau with rugged
mountains on the eastern and western sides. With some differences,
Chiapas also has a high central plateau with two mountain chains at
the sides. As a part of the North American physiography, Mexican
structures are oriented in a generally northwest-southeast direction.
Chiapanecan landforms, as a part of the Central American features,
have a similar orientation.

The long north-south extent of Mexico places it within several
climatic zones, while the small size of Chiapas limits it to the
tropics. Nevertheless, temperatures in both are controlled largely

by elevation. The lowlands are known as tierra caliente (warm land).

Areas of 2,000 to about 6,000 feet in elevation are called tierra
templada (temperate land), and the cool higher lands are the tierra

fria.

Even more important to agriculture than temperature is the amount

of rainfall. Except for the Gulf Coast and Chiapas, most of Mexico is

17
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deficient in rainfall. On the other hand, precipitation in Chiapas
varies from sufficient to abundant; and a few small areas of northern
Chiapas receive the heaviest rainfall in Mexico, over 200 inches. The
heavy rainfall gives Chiapas more than one-third of the potential
waterpower of Mexico, which when developed is expected to supply
nearly 90 percent of the electricity available to the nation.

The comparison of Mexico and Chiapas cannot be extended to vegeta-
tion, for the tropical rainforests and wooded savannas of Chiapas are
completely dissimilar to the desert and semiarid vegetation over much
of the nation. However, in the higher elevations the forests of oak
and pine in Chihuahua and Durango are similar to those of Chiapas.

Culturally, Chiapas is again a miniature Mexico. Both have large
Indian populations, about 30 percent. These are settled in the least
accessible areas and retain the native languages, dress, and many other
cultural traits. Each has a small minority of people of unmixed
European descent and a large mestizo population.1 The latter two
groups control the best lands and the economy of the state and of
the nation.

Unlike the nation, Chiapas is more than 50 percent rural and is
lacking in industry. While agriculture remains important to Mexico,
the other sectors engage more people. In Chiapas agriculture is
critical. Most of the state's revenue comes from it, and most of the
people are farmers. Urban growth is limited. Although many people
live in clusters large enough to be designated as urban, such communities

have few qualities of urban life.

1A mestizo isa person of mixed Indian and European ancestry.
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Physical Characteristics

The Chiapanecan farmers are only beginning to learn modern tech-
niques of cultivation, such as the use of chemical fertilizers and
pesticides, mechanical equipment, and the application of soil conserva-
tion methods. They are consequently closely tied to the physical
characteristics of the land.

As a result of the tropical location, between 14° and 18° north
latitude, hot and humid conditions are constant throughout much of the
state. Alternating high and low pressure cells over the land bring a
six-month dry period from January to June and heavy rains in the summer.
Only the northern municipios are located within a tropical littoral
climate and have rain every month of the year. Temperatures average
between 75° and 80°F, except in the mountains where temperature
decreases with altitude.

Physiographically, Chiapas has two distinct mountain chains
separated by a large structural depression and a high plateau. The
mountains, plateau, and depression cross the state from northwest to
southeast and divide it into seven bands or physiographic provinces
(Figure 3). These provide useful categories for description, because

many types of agriculture vary according to landform.

Pacific Coastal Plain

The Pacific Coastal Plain of Chiapas is but a small segment of
the coastal plain which begins at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and
extends as far as Nicaragua. The Chiapanecan section is 180 miles
long, but less than ten miies wide. Only near the city of Tapachula

does it widen to more than twenty miles. This plain has a relatively
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flat surface, which is interrupted occasionally by remnant igneous
hills. It rises in a gentle gradient until it reaches 100 feet in
elevation, then steepens on the large alluvial fans which have been
built by the sixty-two rivers crossing the plain. Inland it terminates
at the foot of the mountains at approximately 800 feet in elevation.

The coast line forms a smooth curve without indentations of any
size, and there is no deep water close to shore. The lack of bays and
deep water prevented the development of natural harbors, which accord-
ing to the Chiapanecos is a serious problem for they must ship their
products from either Salina Cruz in Oaxaca or Coatzacoalcos in Veracruz
State. It is also an affront to their pride in the state.

Barrier bars and beaches line the entire coast. The shallow
lagoons enclosed by the bars at the western end of the state provide
the sites for small fishing ejidos. Drainage of the land surrounding
the lagoons is poor, and cultivation is impossible in these areas.

The government is aware of this and has planned improvements. A
large drainage project from the city of Tapachula eastward to the
Guatemalan border has been completed, and another near the town of
Arriaga is planned for the near future.

Starting on the Pacific slopes of the Sierra Madre, a multitude of
short rivers cross the plain. Turbulent in the mountains, these rivers
drop their loads of silt upon entering the plain and flow directly to
the sea. Their volume fluctuates with the season, and many are dry
by the end of winter. Few are navigable, even by canoe. Many flood
during the rainy season. Eventually these rivers are to be controlled
and the excess water of the rainy season preserved for irrigation

during the dry season, but such developments are many years away.
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At present agriculture is geared to the wet and dry seasons. The
rains begin in June and end in November. Planting begins with the end
of the rains, and harvesting must be completed before they start again.
Although the rains are seasonal, they are strongly influenced by the
Sierra Madre. The mountains are highest at the eastern end of the
state and, correspondingly, the eastern plain receives ten to twenty
inches more rainfall than the west. The variation is greater, however,
with changes in altitude. At sea level the rainfall is sixty-five
inches, at 300 feet elevation it increases to 100 inches, and high on
the slopes of Tacand volcano it is over 150 inches.

To obtain exact climatic data for the entire Pacific coast of
Chiapas is impossible for there are few recording stations. Those
that exist are, in many cases, less than fifty years old. Most are
clustered near the eastern end of the Sierra Madre and the piedmont.

They are generally located on large coffee fincas and ejidos in the

area.2 The western coastal plain has very few recording stations, and
most descriptions of the climate are based upon inferences drawn from

observations of the vegetation. As the vegetation changes to a semi-

arid type, a definite lessening of rainfall is indicated.

On uncultivated land in the southeastern coastal area, the vege-
tation is composed of dense, tropical, evergreen forests. West of the
municipio of Acapetahua it changes to lightly wooded savannas and low
xerophytic shrubs. A change also occurs in the soils. Eastern coastal

soils are red and yellow laterites mixed with volcanic ash and are

2Fincas are large, privately owned agricultural properties. Ejidos
are communally owned agricultural lands.
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comparatively fertile. To the west, soils are those which could form
from a mixture of grass and forests, namely prairie podzols.

Land use also varies from west to east. Excluding small areas of
subsistence crops, western coastal lands are uncultivated. Most of the
land is in unimproved pastures of native grasses. In contrast, the
eastern zone has some of the most valuable land in Chiapas. This zone
is part of the ancient Xoconusco of the Aztecs. The old Xoconusco, or
Soconusco, was much larger and included part of the Guatemalan coast.
At the time of the Aztecs it was a land of flourishing cacao orchards.
Today, although diminished in size, it is known for coffee and cotton

as well as cacao.

Sierra Madre de Chiapas

The second physiographic province, the Sierra Madre de Chiapas,
is a mountain chain which starts in western Chiapas near the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec and continues through Guatemala, northeastern Honduras,
and as a submarine ridge across the Caribbean, emerging again on the
island of Jamaica. The Chiapanecan section began as a huge batholith
which was later uplifted and faulted. The average height of the
mountains is 4,500 feet in the west and 9,000 in the east. The high-
est point is the volcano Tacandﬁ on the border between Guatemala and
Chiapas, which attains an elevation slightly over 12,000 feet.

This mountain province is about 170 miles long and eighteen to
twenty miles wide. Its crest is a continental divide, and the rivers
that tumble down the steep south-facing escarpment drain toward the
Pacific. The escarpment, deeply incised by ravines, is a difficult

barrier to communication. Descent on the northern slopes is more
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gradual, and the rivers on the north side of the divide form part of
two large drainage basins, the Grijalva and the Usumacinta. Scattered
throughout this side of the mountains are several large, level valleys,
known in Chiapas as llanos, which are fertile and highly prized for
agriculture.

As in any tropical mountain range, temperatures are mild to chilly
according to elevation, but no area has frost. Soils are forest podzols,
gray-brown in color. Up to 3,500 feet elevation, particularly on the
Pacific side, the forest podzols are so highly prized by the Chiapanecos
that they are referred to as the coffee soils. Rainfall varies accord-
ing to the direction of the slopes. Seaward or south-facing slopes
receive much more rain during the summer season, as much as 250 inches
in some areas, than do the northern slopes. The north slopes receive
rain from winds which must cross Chiapas from the Gulf of Mexico and,
because they lose moisture before reaching this mountain section, rain-
fall decreases to seventy or seventy-five inches. This difference in
rainfall finds expression in the vegetation. Tropical selva blends
into conifers on the higher slopes to the south, while on the northern
slopes are savannas and xerophytic vegetation which changes to conifers

at much higher elevations.

Central Depression

Similar to the coastal plain and the Sierra Madre de Chiapas, the
Central Depression extends beyond the borders of Chiapas. In Guatemala
it continues as the Motagua Depression and into the Caribbean as the
Cayman Trench. In Chiapas it lies between the Sierra Madre and the

Central Plateau. Its surface is about 2,100 feet in elevation at the
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Guatemalan border and rises gently along its length toward the north
and west to 2,700 feet. The valley of the upper Grijalva River occupies
the western part of the depression, and the remainder has been carved
into mesas, conical hills, and terraces by the many tributaries of the
Grijalva.

In general, the depression is hot and dry, temperatures averaging
75°F. Rainfall decreases to forty inches in the east and thirty-two in
the west. Vegetation is xerophytic bushes and shrubs, with trees only
along the rivers. The rainfall is sufficient, however, to maintain a
complete grass cover on the land. Soils in the plains and valleys are
mostly chernozems or of lacustrine origin with volcanic conglomerates.

The level plains and valleys joined with the llanos of the Sierra
Madre are commonly excellent farm lands and are sometimes called the
"corn crib" of Mexico, for they produce a surplus which is sold to
other areas of the country.3

The Grijalva River, which drains most of the depression, is the
second largest river in Mexico. It flows from southeast to northwest
against the rise of the land. The upper river flows through a broad
valley and often, during the rainy season, floods parts of the central
depression. Downstream it cuts through the northern mountains in a
high narrow canyon seventeen miles long. The canyon, El1 Sumidero, is
to be developed as a tourist attraction in the near future.

The volume of water fluctuates with the seasons, but the river is

never dry and is presently being developed for hydroelectric power.

3In Chiapas llanos refer specifically to level basins within the
mountains.
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When the project is completed, it also will provide water for irrigation

of a few thousand acres in the Central Depression.

Meseta Central

The Meseta Central, the Eastern Mountains, and the Northern Moun-
tains are of one geologic background. Because of differences in
appearance and use, however, they are divided into three provinces.

The mesa is large, relatively flat and high, and rises abruptly in a
steep escarpment on the north side of the Central Depression. About
forty-five miles wide, it extends for ninety-six miles to the Guatemalan
border. Altitudes vary from 3,000 feet in the northwest to 6,000 in the
center, and from 3,000 to 4,500 in the southeast. On the plateau itself
are many minor mountain groups separating small basins which are the
sites of Indian communities. Much of the plateau is capped with lime-
stone, and karst landforms are common. This is especially true in the
municipio of Comitéﬁ, where caves and lakes are numerous. The Comitdn
region has more than 100 lakes, which are noted for their many colors
and beauty. Now a national park, the area is to be developed as a
tourist attraction.

Because of the elevation, average annual temperatures in the Meseta
Central are at least ten degrees lower than the eighty degrees of the
Central Depression. Rainfall averages forty inches in the east, increas-
ing to fifty inches in the west. Vegetation is a mixture of mountain
grasses and broad-leaf evergreens, changing to conifers at the higher
elevations. Soils are mainly lateritic reds and yellows. But, within
the small basins soils are of alluvial origin mixed with volcanic ash.

In early times these basins were moderately fertile and supported dense
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populations. Today, the population remains, but the soil suffers from
moderate to severe erosion. Agriculture on the plateau is limited
primarily to subsistence cropping in the west and a combination of
subsistence cultivation and livestock in the east, with a few areas

of coffee in the south and west.

Eastern Mountains

Along the northern side of the Meseta Central is an extensive area
of folded mountains lying in several parallel lines. These are the
Northern and Eastern Mountains. The division into northern and eastern
again arises from use, for the Eastern Mountains, more commonly called
the Selva Lacandona, are the least known and least used area of Chiapas.
The area is almost unsettled and is the home of the last remaining
Lacandon Indians. The Eastern Mountains are low, but rough. Averaging
4,000 feet near the plateau, they drop to small hills of 300 feet near
the Usumacinta River. Between the mountain folds run several parallel
rivers, tributaries of the Usumacinta. The largest of these is the
Jatate.

Little is known of the specific physical features. There are no
weather stations. Temperatures apparently average 76° to 80°F, and
soils are thought to be red and yellow latosols. It is a hot and humid
region covered with dense selva which changes to wooded savannas in
some areas. As on the plateau, there are many areas of karst land-
forms, particularly in the area of the Jatate River.

The Selva Lacandona is to the Chiapanecos a semi-mythical place
that sometime in the future will be an agricultural paradise, if they

ever want to develop it.
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Northern Mountains

The Northern Mountains, as can be surmised, lie directly north of
the plateau and the Eastern Mountains. They extend for 150 miles in
an east-west direction and are about forty miles wide. From 4,500 feet
in elevation near the central mesa, they decrease in altitude toward
the north until they become low mountains of 1,500 feet near the town
of Pichucalco. Between the parallel folds of the mountains lie many
small valleys, level plains, and cuesta-like horsts. Wherever lime-
stone bedrock is found, there is another development of karst landforms.

Because this northern area of Chiapas lies within the boundaries of
the tropical littoral climate, temperatures and humidity are always high.
Rainfall is heavy, sixty to eighty inches, and distributed throughout
the year. No month is without rain, but the amount diminishes during
the winter. Tropical rainforest or selva covers the land up to 3,000
feet elevation. Above that, forests change to pine and cedar. Soils
are red and yellow laterites underlain by gley of particular stickiness,
which is difficult to manage when cultivated.

Almost every available level or gently sloped hectare is under
subsistence cultivation or cattle raising. However, the area is also
noted for its good quality coffee and cacao. It is less developed than
the Soconusco, yet accounts for most of the cacao and a large share of

the export coffee grown in Chiapas.

Gulf Coastal Plain

The seventh province is the smallest in size. It is a thirty-
mile extension of the Gulf Coastal Plain within the confines of Chiapas.

Like the Tabascan plain, the area is extremely hot and humid. Rains
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occur throughout the year, some areas receiving more than 125 inches.
Covering the uncultivated sections of the western area is a dense
tropical rainforest. In the lake area of the eastern section, selva
shades into tropical man-made savannas for the pasturing of cattle,
the leading economic activity of the region. Cultivation of the red
lateritic soils is limited almost exclusively to subsistence
agriculture.

The Gulf Coastal Plain is rather isolated from the main centers
of Chiapanecan life, and the economy is primarily oriented toward
Tabasco. This disturbs the government in Tuxtla Guti€rrez. Officials
of the state government are trying to alter this situation by con-

structing new roads which lead toward the capital.

Social and Economic Characteristics

Most of the social and economic characteristics of Chiapas reflect
its agricultural nature. The steady, but unspectacular population
growth, without major fluctuations from in or out migrations, and the
settlement pattern of small rural villages and limited urban develop-
ment are common to many agricultural areas in the world. The limited
non-agricultural segment of the population is engaged in small business,
government, and the few minor food-processing industries of the state.

About 70 percent of the population is ladino, with a few people
of unmixed Indian ancestry. The Indians, clinging to the old culture
most noticeably in dress and language, live in the less accessible
areas of the state where the pressure of change is less strong. The
Central Plateau, the Eastern Mountains, and the Northern Mountains are

the Indian stronghold, but even in these places Indian life is not
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untouched. Often the Indian exists side by side with the ladino
rancher. Sometimes the distinctive dress is lost and the only outward
indication of Indian culture is the continued use of native language

in the area. Indian lands are entirely in ejidos, and today the
typical Indian is a subsistence farmer in a transitional state. While
most of the crops are for the Indian's own use, some part of the land
is devoted to cash crops, which vary from area to area. In some places
the cash crop is coffee, in others cacao, and in still others truck
crops for nearby regional markets.

The ladinos and the whites in Chiapas control the more desirable
areas, especially in the Central Depression and the Pacific Coastal
Plain, but in lesser numbers they also own most of the land in the
northern section of the state. They, almost exclusively, are the
commercial farmers specializing in coffee, cacao, cotton, bananas,
and other commercial crops.

With agriculture of overwhelming importénce in the state, Mexican
land tenure laws are particularly important. One of the best known
effects of the Revolution of 1910 was the breakup of the large estates
or haciendas throughout Mexico, and the presentation of land to the
landless farmer in the form of communal ejido property. Ownership of
small properties was not forbidden, but the size of the property was
strictly regulated. The amount of land permitted one owner depends
upon the quality. Land of prime quality, whether irrigated or with
sufficient rainfall for cropping, is limited to 100 hectares, or 240
acres. Decreasing quality of the land increases the amount allowed,
and exceptions are made for specific crops. Owners of coffee or cacao

land may have 300 hectares (720 acres), and cattle ranchers may have
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enough land to graze 500 head of cattle. In Chiapas the accepted need
is one hectare per cow.

The ejido is the only form of land tenure without restriction as
to size. Each should be large enough to allot ten hectares to every
man. However, many ejidos have less land and others have more. Ejidos
were, and are, formed from expropriated hacienda lands or government-
owned vacant land. They were given to groups of ten or more farm
laborers. Such lands can neither be sold nor rented. Each ejiditario
must cultivate the allotted land to the satisfaction of the ejido council
or chance losing it. Although the land is communally owned, the opera-
tion of the ejido depends upon the wishes of the majority. It can be
operated as a single large co-operative, the government preferred
method, or more commonly as individual small plots. In addition to
the arable land, each ejido is entitled to wooded areas which provide
firewood for the homes.

As in many countries where undeveloped government lands exist,
Chiapas has land which is not set aside for specific development.

This land can be claimed by squatters. After they have cleared and
cultivated the land for at least five years, it becomes theirs.
However, they may or may not receive title to the land.

Settlement patterns in Chiapas are a heritage of the past,
reinforced by the government. Early agriculturalists lived in small
villages both as a means of defense and from mutual needs in culti-
vating the land. This practice was encouraged by the Spaniards who
could more easily control the farm labor if that labor lived in
settled places. Later the formation of haciendas included such

villages to ensure the permanence of the labor supply. Although



32

the revolution freed farm workers by destruction of the great estates,
the laborers remained in the villages as required by ejido law. At
first only the villagers or former workers on the haciendas were
entitled to ejido land, but later the law was amplified and allowed
any group of landless men to acquire ejido land. Single individuals,
however, cannot form ejidos.

Only the crops to be grown and the manner in which they are
cultivated were left to the ejiditarios. The social organization was
very specific. Each man was entitled to a plot of land, the size
depending upon the size of his family and the amount of land available.
In addition he received a house site in the urbanized area. Although
called urbanized, such an area simply meant a village. This prevented
building homes on the individual lots of land and dissolution of the
ejido. The original purpose was to control the populace, for in the
early days the threat of revolt was always in the minds of government
officials. Today, the agglomerated nature of the ejidos simplifies
the attempts by the government to provide schools, medical facilities,
potable water, electricity, telephones, and telegraph service. The
cost of these would be prohibitive if done on an individual basis but
is within means of the government when done for an entire village.

The ejido is operated as is any town. It has a president and
council who act for the inhabitants. The council is responsible for
assigning the land and overseeing its care. The important rule is
that the land may not be rented or remain uncultivated. Living on
the ejido is not restricted to farmers. Many, who cannot claim land
for cultivation, can rent a house site in the urban area. Such indi-

viduals usually operate the stores, transportation facilities, and



< , 33

other services. Ejiditarios, themselves, are not confined to the
ejido. If sufficiently enterprising, they may buy other land for
cultivation without losing their ejido rights.

Owners of private lands must provide their own necessities such
as roads, electricity, and water. Usually, owners have small houses
on their property but do not live there permanently. Instead, they
reside in the nearest town and go daily to their land, remaining over-
night only during the busy seasons. The combination of ejido villages
and land owners living in the nearest towns gives rise to strong
village development. Some villages have grown almost to the stature
of towns, especially where the ejidos are located in favorable agri-
cultural areas. On some ejidos the number of the non-ejiditarios is
larger than that of the ejiditarios. Usually the largest town in the
municipio serves as the cabecera or capital of the municipio, and
frequently in the past a municipio was formed around the largest
village.

Few ejido villages have the characteristics of urban life. While
the government is rapidly improving services, such as potable water
supply and electricity, the streets are unpaved, medical facilities
are lacking, and except for food stores, the dwellers must either
patronize the weekly or semi-monthly markets for clothing, tools, and
other needs. Often, they must travel to the nearest large town for
such purchases. Chiapas has only three real cities: Tuxtla Gutié&rez,
Tapachula, and San Cristdbal de las Casas. Tuxtla is the governmental
and financial center of the state, Tapachula is the agricultural market
center for the Soconusco, and San Cristdbal de las Casas is the Indian

market town.
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The social and economic divisions of the state follow the physio-
graphic divisions, with one exception. The Sierra Madre de Chiapas
lacks cohesiveness. The people live in the valleys and lower slopes,
separated from one another by intervening mountains. They consequently
may have less contact with other valleys than they have with the coastal
plain or the Central Depression. According to the road and market
orientation, a given valley becomes a part of the Pacific coast or
Central Depression as an economic unit. The Sierra Madre de Chiapas

likewise does not exist as a separate population division.

Pacific Coastal Plain and South Slope of the Sierra Madre

The Pacific Coastal Plain has been a favored site for settlement
by farmers for many centuries. The greater fertility of the eastern
half, the Soconusco, supported dense settlement, but the western seg-
ment was well populated also. After agriculture was firmly established,
still in prehistoric times, the first known cultivators were the Mames,
forerunners of the present Mames of Guatemala. Although not indigenous,
one of their crops, cacao, became extremely valuable. It was used as
money and as a beverage. Chiapas is near the northern limit of culti-
vation for the tree, but cacao of the area has a good flavor and yields
well. It was a lure to the Nahua Indians of the Mexican plateau who
invaded and conquered the area. The Nahuas did not attempt to colonize,
but they established garrison towns to ensure the annual payment of
tribute.

Unlike the Nahuas, the Spaniards came, conquered, and remained to
colonize the area. Spanish became the predominant language and Indian

culture disappeared. During the years of Spanish control little was
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done to change the land with the exception of adding domesticated
animals, particularly cattle, to the scene. Although the Spaniards
replaced the Indians as owners of the land, cacao cultivation continued
as before. After chocolate was taken to the court of Spain and became
popular as a drink, cacao grew in importance and trade. All cacao
traffic from Central America was funneled through the Soconusco to
Veracruz for shipment to Spain. Several attempts were made to estab-
lish a monopoly of the trade at Tapachula, but none were successful.

The Pacific slopes of the Sierra Madre were sparsely settled
throughout the colonial period and the early days of independence.

It was not until the development of coffee plantations in the nine-
teenth century that land on the higher slopes became valuable. During
these periods most of the coastal plains were scrub lands, used in a
few places for pasture. Settlement was concentrated on the piedmont,
where cacao was king. In the latter half of the nineteenth century
coffee cultivation began to spread along the lower slopes of the Sierra
Madre. Large plantations, or fincas, were carved from the virgin
forests. Later these fincas were broken up by expropriation of the
land and diminished in size or were converted to ejidos. Many of the
original sites for the workers' homes remained after the fincas
disappeared and have grown to small-sized towns.

Most of the important towns of this zone are located at the junc-
tion of the piedmont and the coastal plain, at the point where a river
emerges from the mountains and crosses the plain (Figure 4). These
towns were settled in pre-Columbian times but, because of their
excellent sites, serve present needs equally well. In the past much

of the travel was by canoe along the rivers. The railroad, completed
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in 1907, followed the inner coastal plain along the edge of the piedmont
and connected the towns of the area like beads on a string. Increased
trade because of the railroad gave these towns the first impetus to
growth. Tapachula and Arriaga became the eastern and western terminals
in Chiapas. Today, although the coastal branch of the Inter-American
Highway has largely replaced the railroad, the towns continue to grow.
Arriaga, along with nearby Tonala’, has become the market center for
cattle of the western coastal area as well as a fish processing center.
A food industry is growing in the towns, based upon beds of large shrimp
recently found in the nearby coastal waters. Tapachula has grown more
rapidly and serves both as the main market for coffee of the Soconusco
and processing center for cotton of the area. Seven new cotton ginning
and storage plants have been built on the outskirts of the city.
Tapachula is becoming the leading city in Chiapas and, as manufacturing
increases, will be the leading industrial center. It is already the
fastest growing city in the state. Most of the new population has come
from surrounding municipios which have the least opportunities for
agricultural growth.

A further stimulus to Tapachula is expected with the completion
of a deep water port less than twenty miles from the city. The new
port is designed to serve the agricultural export business, but it is
hoped that it will stimulate the development of light manufacturing

as well.

Central Depression and North Slope of the Sierra Madre

The Pacific Coastal Plain, Sierra Madre and Central Depression

have many social and economic similarities. They are the home of the
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ladino, or modern Mexican, and are most developed in commercial agri-
culture. With few exceptions, the crops cultivated are the same. The
crest of the Sierra Madre acts as a boundary between the Pacific Coastal
Zone and the Central Depression. The high mountains are rugged and only
recently have they been crossed by one paved road, at the extreme
western end of the sierra through the lowest pass. Other passes are
only footpaths, and no attempt has been made to construct roads through
them. Communications on the north slope of the mountains and the
Central Depression lead to the city of Tuxtla Guti€rrez, which serves

as the major collecting and marketing center.

In a few valleys small groups of Indians have partially maintained
their identity, although they have lost most of their cultural traits.
They are now passing into the ladino segment of the population. The
Chiapanecos of this region, for no discernible reason, convey the aura
of the old American West. They give the impression that they are the
men, more than those of the coastal plain, who are concerned with the
present and alert to the future development of the state. This attitude
is somewhat in evidence on the coastal plain but not as pronounced. On
the coastal plain, men seem to feel that the land is so good that
development will happen with very little effort on their part, while
the men of the central zone are aware that they can bring about such
development only by their own efforts. Such awareness may be the
result of connections with Tuxtla Gutié?rez, the capital, where
government officials are very much alert to, and striving toward,
the economic development of the state.

Agriculture is the way of life in this zone, and minor food

processing is confined to the capital. Unlike those of the Pacific
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zone, few farmers in the Central Depression are limited to one crop.
Instead, they specialize in mixed crop commercial farming. Also in
contrast with the Pacific zone, the better lands of the depression are
in the west and center. The eastern third is less desirable. Rainfall
is scanty and soils less fertile. Consequently, more land is devoted
to cattle than to crop cultivation, and the road system reflects this
change. Eastern roads are few and poor, while the Inter-American
Highway serving the west was the first paved highway in Chiapas.

The settlement pattern in the west is somewhat similar to that of
the Pacific Coastal Zone, the towns which are growing are located along
the Inter-American Highway. However, all of these towns are much older
than the highway. Generally they are located in high valleys that open
on to one another, separated only by a low ridge of hills which are
easily crossed. On the other hand, in the center and east the pockets
of level land, especially the mountain llanos, are more isolated and
are separated by broader bands of hills. In the western sector lies
the city of Tuxtla Gutierrez, the capital. This city, while it has
many reminders of the colonial period, such as the plaza and homes of
the colonial era, is a rather bustling and modern city with emphasis
on business. Here are all the government and financial offices which
employ a large percentage of the city's population, all of the major
markets of the state, and a few small food-processing industries.

A major electrical project which is important to the entire
nation is under construction in the Central Depression. When com-
pleted, it will be one of the largest of its kind in the world. Five
hydroelectric dams are to be built along the Grijalva River. The

first of the two large dams, in the Northern Mountains near Malpaso,
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is already in service. The second, and largest of the five, is under
construction at Angostura in the municipio of La Concordia, in the
middle of the Central Depression and almost in the heart of the state.
Angostura is scheduled for completion in 1974 and when finished will,
in addition to providing electric power, safeguard some of the small
communities in the Central Depression from flooding such as they have
suffered in the past. When the Angostura dam is completed, the final
stage (three small holding dams) will be started. Two small dams will
be located between Malpaso and Angostura, and another will be just
downstream from Malpaso. When finished, the project will supply
electric power for central Mexico, and surplus power will be sold to
some of the Central American countries. Unfortunately, since hydro-
electric power is the main object of the project, only a few thousand
acres of land will be irrigated from the Angostura Lake. Most of the
valley in the municipio of La Concordia will be submerged, and the
town of La Concordia will be destroyed. Owners of land involved in
the project will either be moved to the four new villages which will
replace the capital of the municipio or have already sold their land
to the government and have relocated themselves. Those who have sold
their land for the project have become fairly wealthy men by Chiapanecan
standards because the government paid top money for it. Chiapanecos
welcome the project as it is expected that many of the construction
workers will eventually become permanent residents of the state. Yet,
they are a little disgusted because none of the electric power produced
in these projects is expected to benefit Chiapas. Chiapas, as is
common in Mexico, has electricity available, but the service is poor

and often fails in the dry season. Moreover, it is subject to brown
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outs at other times of the year, i.e. the power fluctuates and sudden
surges of power often burn out or at least damage much of the electri-

cal equipment in the towns.

Central Plateau

Immediately east of the Grijalva River, as it makes a great bend
to the north, the steep face of an escarpment signals the beginning of
the Central Plateau. To climb the escarpment to the plateau is to
enter a different world, an Indian world. Nearly two-thirds of the
280,000 Indians in Chiapas live on the plateau. Here, partially shel-
tered from modern Chiapas, they have been able to maintain most of
their customs and beliefs. The rugged nature of the plateau separates
the living space into numerous small valleys and basins, each the home
of small groups of Indians. The isolation of one small group from
another has fostered individualism in dialect, dress, and other customs.

Despite superficial differences between the Indian groups, most
belong to two major tribes, the Tzeltals and the Tzotzils, which have
essentially the same basic way of life. They are an off-shoot of the
Mayan family and were in close contact with the Mayas of Yucatan and
Guatemala in past centuries. The pre-Columbian Tzeltals and Tzotzils
never constructed major stone ceremonial centers such as Tikal and
Chichén Itza, but they did have smaller, less pretentious centers
where they conducted religious ceremonies. These centers were unlived
in except for the few officials elected each year to religious office.
The majority of people lived in semi-permanent villages within easy
reach of the centers. Because they were shifting cultivators, their

village sites were moved when the cultivated fields were changed to
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more distant areas. Today, this same pattern of vacant towns surrounded
by several hamlets remains, but it is undergoing modification. On the
plateau a single very small municipio enclosed each group, and the so-
called vacant town became the cabacera. All of the Indian lands were
"ejidoized," with the usual urban area requirements of an ejido. Par-
tially through the influence of agricultural agents working to improve
farming in nearby areas, the hamlets have become more or less fixed.
Sometimes, however, the Indians have moved and now live in previously
vacant towns,

A number of factors have combined to alter the major economic
activity in agriculture. Increasing population pressure has decreased
the amount of land available for shifting cultivation, and government
attempts to bring services to the villages have decreased the urge to
move. The money economy under which nearly all Mexicans live has
transformed the Indians into transitional subsistence farmers. They
must have cash for taxes and for the material needs they no longer
supply for themselves. While the traditional corn and bean fields
remain on the mountains and hillsides and are to some extent shifted
as needed, the fields close to the houses, previously known as kitchen
gardens, have become more important. Located in the floor of the
basins, these fields are now used to produce crops such as tomatoes,
onions, and fruit which are sold in the regional markets. In a few
areas where lands are available at moderate elevation, coffee is now
grown. Some Indian farmers who live close enough may own or rent lands
in the Central Depression, where sugar cane is their major money crop.
In sections near San Cristdbal de las Casas the agricultural agents

have been particularly active and have encouraged terracing of the



43

sides of the basins. That land is now permanently cultivated. Descent
from the plateau is in steps, and perched springs are common. Although
these have been used for centuries for primitive irrigation, the govern-
ment is now sponsoring a series of projects to develop and increase
their use for modern forms of irrigation.

Since 1524 when the town of San Cristé%al de las Casas was founded,
it has been the administrative center and major market for the Indians.
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