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1. Most of the dominant paradigms in sociology have been contested in this century, though new
ones are hard to come by. This intellectual impasse has sapped the ability of academics to
believe in the reality of either the inner world or the social world. Current trends have
reduced most analytical and political discussions to the 'tropes’ of post-modernist discourse. I
am looking forward to the time when we will be able to read some all-time classics with
renewed eyes.

2. The obsession with concepts of power and empowering - apparently indispensable buzz
words in academic and general parlance - has reified the social processes in which
individuals make their living. The diversity in the interpretation of these concepts has
rendered them vacuous words that can signify anything, everything or nothing.

3. In the process of analysing the field data I became aware of the enormous responsibility I had
to portray as faithfully as possible what my informants had confided in me. Consequently I
sought to make the paradigms fit the data rather than the other way around. The result was an
eclectic analysis of state intervention and decision-making in surgarcane production.

4. 1 collected the data in Spanish and wrote the first drafts in English. However, the rewriting of
the final ones should be seen as a collective creation of me, my husband and friends.

5. I am very puzzled by the Dutch. They speak a language that they are reticent to share with
anybody, have manicured their landscape, have sacrificed flavour to beauty in the production
of their vegetables, produce an incredible amount of dairy products, yet eat margarine.

6. Social scientists who do fieldwork should be aware of the burden they can be to their
informants.

7. 1 am concerned that the ad hoc British style of organisation and respect for amateurism
(meaning studying or doing something for the sheer love of it) are being eroded by the let-
loose Total Quality Managament (TQM) pundits. They are making significant contributions to
both the commercialisation of academic work and the process of under-development in
Britain.

8. The PRI has finally exhausted Mexicans’ patience. But the party’s long political patronage has
managed to throttle the development of a strong independent opposition. Thus the right wing
party, which passes as the opposition, lacks an alternative political vision capable of driving
Mexico into the next century. Poor Mexico, so far from God and now formally tied to the
USA by NAFTA.
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INTRODUCTORY OVERVIEW

This thesis examines the struggles between different social actors involved in
sugar cane production for the Melchor Ocampo refinery in the Valley of
Autlan-El Grullo in Western Mexico. It opens (Chapter 1) with an account of
a strike organized by one of the sugar cane producers’ associations, which
provides a social drama through which the main protagonists involved in the
process of sugar production are identified. This also serves to introduce a
critical discussion of literature on Mexican peasants, giving especial attention
to works on sugar cane growers, and commenting on the relevance of these
studies for understanding the processes and dilemmas of sugar cane
production in the case of Autl4n.

This is followed, in Chapter 2, by an overview of the general historical
background to sugar cane production in Mexico and of the expansion of
sugar cane in the area serving the Melchor Ocampo refinery. The argument
also takes account of changes in government policy. Having provided this
contextual backdrop, we move in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 to a detailed analysis
of various categories of sugar cane producers. These categories differ
according to the size of their plots planted with sugar, their economic assets
and social origins, and their affiliation to one of the two sugar cane
producers’ associations. These different interests shape, on the one hand,
their involvement in sugar production and their role in producers’
organizations, and, on the other hand, the ways in which sugar activities
articulate with their other economic or livelihood concerns. The comparisons
reveal marked differences between ejidatarios and private landowners.

Chapter 6 identifies the political concomitants of these socio-economic
differences and patterns of livelihood and enterprise organization. Its main
focus is on the dealings and tribulations of the leaders and producers
involved in the running of the two associations of sugar cane producers, one
affiliated to the Confederacién Nacional Campesina (the CNC) and the other
to the Confederacién Nacional de Pequefios Propietarios (the CNPP).

After this the spotlight (in Chapter 7) turns on those actors involved in
the administration of the refinery and on their career profiles. The
individuals concerned are embedded in a government bureaucratic structure
but to be successful in their tasks and responsibilities they must reach a
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strategic balance in their relations with the various parties involved:
producers of different types, the leaders of producers’ associations and other
politically and administratively influential actors. If they achieve this, then
they have a good chance of furthering and consolidating their personal
careers and enhancing their economic opportunities. In the second part, I
depict the outcomes of the meetings of the Production Committee where
producers’ representatives and refinery administrators discuss and negotiate
the organization of sugar production. When these negotiations fail, the kind
of confrontation described in the social drama of Chapter 1 is likely to
follow.

The ethnographic description from the point of view of the different
social agents involved in sugar cane production in Western Jalisco illustrates
the types of social changes that have taken place in the organization of
production as it has evolved in the past twenty years in Mexico. Their
accounts present a complex social fabric where sugar cane production, which
was the first agro-industry in Mexico, mirrors the national plans for
industrialisation, land reform and the character of national politics as
embedded in the everyday life of the social agents involved. The latter have
to find ways of expressing their economic interests and forging local political
alliances within the framework of national politics. At the same time, these
wheelings and dealings have buttressed the national political and economic
structures and relations with the Partido Revoulucionario Institucional (PRI),
as well as highlighting the roles played by local individuals within the wider
framework. These actors have been key contributors to the integration of
local markets into the national and international markets. They have achieved
this task by various means and at different levels of participation varying
from their individual insertion into the international labour market to the
management of the organization of sugar production and their political
participation in local and national bodies.

Sugar cane production was in fact one of the first industrialised
production processes. Indeed Mintz (1986: 47-48) wonders whether the
integrated process of sugar cane production in the seventeenth century should
not be called the harbinger of industrialization in a pre-industrial era. The
combination of farming and manufacturing in sugar cane production demands
a more tightly controlled organization of the labour force than other crops.
Colonial plantation owners in Latin America and the Caribbean islands, like
it happened in the colonial plantations in other regions, organized their slave
labour in strenuous shifts. In post-colonial Mexico, indebted and landless
peasants replaced slave labour in sugar plantations (Barret, 1977 and
Ronfeldt, 1975); and the land reform initiated in the 1930s granted the
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usufruct of the plots surrounding the sugar mills to peasants, though the
landlords retained the ownership of the factories. During the 1940s and
1950s, the Mexican state imposed controls on the price of sugar, which
secured the provision of cheap sugar to the sweet-toothed Mexican
population and the fledging food industry (Coote, 1987). However, this
policy hit both the sugar mill owners and peasant sugar growers badly. The
state had to provide large loans to the refinery owners to maintain the
internal supply of sugar, while the cane growers continued to endure their
wretched living conditions.

During the 1960s, the sugar cane agro-industry in Mexico ran into
another of its recurrent production crises. The magnitude of this crisis
compelled the Mexican Government to take drastic measures which included
increasing the price of sugar and acquiring sugar mills at the brink of
bankruptcy (Paré, 1987). The 1960s saw the peak of economic growth in
Mexico based on import-substitution industrialization and, in spite of its
inefficiencies, sugar production was one of the leading industries (Hansen,
1971 and Teichman, 1988, 1992). This made it possible for the sugar mill
workers and sugar cane growers to consolidate their unions under the
umbrella of the PRI and to flex their political muscle against both the
refinery owners and the Mexican state. Thus, on the one hand, sugar
workers and growers through their leaders obtained better salaries and cane
prices, and, on the other hand, refinery owners received large low-interest
rate loans and handsome payments for what where obsolete factories.

In the 1970s, the Mexican state bought most of the sugar refineries still
in production and even opened a handful of new refineries, one of which was
the refinery Melchor Ocampo in the Valley of Autldn-El Grullo. This
modern factory had to entice local peasants and farmers to grow sugar cane,
which had not been the case in the longer-standing sugar cane producing
regions. The negotiations between the refinery administration and the
potential sugar producers in this new area were fairer than the traditional
settlements in the old sugar cane producing areas. Sugar cane growers in
Autldn-El Grullo managed to negotiate good terms and a better price for
their cane. They were lucky to join the national struggle of the sugar cane
producers at the time when their political struggles were coming to fruition
and thus benefited immediately from the going mode. Hence sugar growers
in this valley have faced different kinds of problems from those of other
sugar producing regions. For one thing they did not have to fight the
refinery owner during the period of the land reform, though they fought
other local landlords. The accounts of different sugar cane producers in the
Autldn-El Grullo area highlight the diversity in their economic strategies
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aimed at accommodating the use of their ejido plots with their other
economic activities such as seasonal migration to the USA.

Land reform in the Valley of Autldn-El Grullo divided most large estates
into small ejidal plots which were handed out to local landless peasants.
Most of the land in the valley was rainfed which limited the choice of crops
that peasants could grow. It was not until the 1960s when the state sponsored
the building of the irrigation system in the area (van der Zaag, 1992) that the
agricultural alternatives were increased. The opening of the refinery at the
end of that decade added sugar cane to the choice of cash crops in the
region. As the sugar growers explain (in Chapter 3, 4 and 5), sugar cane did
not attract the immediate attention of local agricultural producers. It was for
this reason that the refinery administration offered low interest loans for
growing sugar cane to entice producers to plant sugar. Most of the first
growers were e¢jidatarios, who had to struggle to acquire funds to finance
their crops, living from season to season. However, sugar cane was only one
of their possible choices. They were therefore social agents making decisions
under social conditions not entirely of their own choice (Long, 1992: 24-25).
Decision making for these growers was embedded in a diverse set of
economic and political opportunities which they aimed to manage skilfully.
The individual accounts of their dealings are described in Chapters 3, 4 and
5.

Economic activity is interlocked with politics and success in one paves
the way for success in the other. All sugar cane growers - large and small -
have combined their economic activities with political participation, to
different degrees, in the ¢jido committee, the organizations of sugar cane
producers at local and national level, and as local authorities and members or
officers of the PRI. Sugar cane producers have pursued these activities with
different outcomes thus highlighting the stochastic component of socio-
economic activities carried out by individual agents. However, the relevance
of intertwining political and economic activities shines through the sugar
cane producers’ accounts of their socio-economic achievements. Social agents
deal with conditions that are not of their choice but they nevertheless develop
their own strategies which re-organize and change these conditions. The
degree to which they manage to do so depends not only on the objective
conditions but also on their subjective abilities to handle them. Thus some
¢jidatarios have been able to increase their assets through the skilful handling
of networks and the seizing of opportunities to obtain low interest loans and
acquiring or extending the size of their ¢jidal plots. Others have opted for
combining sugar production with migration mainly to the USA.
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The trends in local politics and the organization of sugar cane production
in Autl4n-El Grullo are influenced by natiomal political and economic
tendencies but they are contested and shaped by the social agents in the local
arena, who in an expanding economy, had ample room for manoeuvre. The
opening of the state-owned refinery was not a gift from god, but a reward
for the hard lobbying of local politicians and cabinet ministers within the
local constituency. The Mexican state led economic development with
substantial public investment in all economic sectors. Such economic
interventionism was coupled with, what it is called the corporatism of the
Mexican state, in which "representation is mediated through a system of
public ‘corporations’ which are constituted on the basis of their members’
function within the division of labour" (Jessop, 1990: 120).

The kind of corporatism characteristic of Mexico has managed to
develop the support of different social agents through a system of sectorial
political representation. Under this system disagreements are resolved within
the PRI and the decisions legitimised and accepted by the all parties
concerned. The sexennial political turnover of the president and his senior
coterie keeps the different groups rotating positions of power (Cornelius and
Craig, 1988 and Gonzalez Casanova, 1985). The drawback of corporatism,
however, is that it brings labour conflicts into the core of the state apparatus
which can obstruct the political milieu of accumulation. The wheeling and
dealing of the different interests of the Mexican state, through its ruling party
(PRI), have surpassed this obstacle and developed an operational arena of
negotiation wherein politics and economic policies are legitimised (Purcell
and Purcell, 1980). How this is negotiated and enacted by sugar cane
producers, their leaders and the refinery administrators in Autldn-El Grullo is
described in the Chapter 6 and 7.

Active members of the PRI in Autldn were approached by the national
leader of the refinery workers and the Ministry of Defense to mobilise local
farmers and ejidatarios to petition for the opening of a sugar refinery in the
region. This was considered for those involved as a boost to the local
economy which had been set back since the closure of the manganese mines.
They were successful in their bid and the factory, which was intended to go
to some other region, was built in the middle of the Valley of Autldn-El
Grullo. This contrasted with earlier experiences of sugar cane producers in
other regions who became subjected to the will of the refinery owner, with
little room for pushing their own interests (Paré, 1979). This time
independent farmers lobbied for the sugar refinery to be installed. The
accounts of how this came about in Autldn portray the conjunction of local
and national agents harnessing public funds for a regional project. The local
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agents (farmers, community leaders and politicians) had in common the fact
that they were all involved with the PRI; and those who became involved
early in the process had an edge over others and drew more benefits from it.

The refinery administration encouraged sugar producers to form
associations; and to facilitate the organization of production. All such sugar
cane producers’ associations were affiliated to CNC up until the 1970s, when
they had the alternative of joining the CNPP. The first leaders of the
organization in Autldn-El Grullo were selected from among the leading local
negotiators in the bringing of the refinery to the valley. They retained their
leadership roles during the trial-and-error years of expanding sugar cane
production in the region. During these years local farmers learnt to deal with
their leaders and the refinery administrators and started to participate more
actively in the running of the organization. At the same time a local sugar
cane producer worked his way up to become head of the extension
department in the refinery. Thus, a decade after the state opened the refinery
of Melchor Ocampo in the region, local agents had in effect taken over the
control of the organization of sugar cane production.

In the 1980s, sugar cane production was one of the priority areas of the
agricultural policy implemented by the Mexican state. The government
pegged the price of sugar cane to the soaring inflation rate. This made sugar
cane an attractive cash crop with an agreed, secure basic price. Although
other cash crops could produce larger profits than cane, the security of the
protected price of sugar and the subsidised credit enticed more local farmers
to grow sugar. Sugar cane begun to attract not only small-scale farmers, who
otherwise had to struggle to obtain access to credit, but also the large ones
who were facing more profitable choices. In this way sugar cane production
and the profits of producers in the valley increased steadily in this decade.

Middle and large sugar cane producers have different interests to those
of the small producers. These larger producers rallied to create an
organization which would cater for their own specific interests, though it
took a few attempts before the CNPP finally took off in 1980. Their main
concerns were reduced costs and increased profit. The CNPP members, it
seems, have a more detached and utilitarian approach to the PRI than most
CNC members do. In contrast to the larger ones, small-scale producers have
not been able to invest in their own agricultural machines and lorries to carry
the cane to the refinery. Whereas CNPP members have to balance out their
interests as machine owners with the interests of those sugar growers who
hire them; most CNC members have to hire machines to work their plots.
The few CNC members owning machines or lorries drive them themselves.
Thus, several CNPP members have invested considerable capital in sugar
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cane production, whereas, most CNC members have only their small plot to
risk. These different economic interests pervade the political agenda of the
two associations of sugar cane producers, even though their main targets vis-
a-vis the refinery administration. The CNPP producers, while being more
instrumental politically, are shared take entrepreneurial risks with the capital
they have sunk in the sugar venture. In contrast, the CNC, predominantly
made up of small farmers and having less, risk less, and therefore use sugar
as a subsistence supplement rather than an enterprise. ‘Security first’ (Scott,
1976) small producers juggle with their economic chances but without risking
their life’s security.

The corporatism of the state is embedded in the all-encompassing
structure of the PRI, which includes among its membership all the groups
taking part in the organization of sugar cane production. This political
commitment to the party has, over the years, worn thin and is now taken
with different degrees of seriousness depending upon their interests. The
negotiations over the organization of production take place in the Committee
of Sugar Cane Production. The negotiations mainly center on economic
issues and are skilfully handled by all the parties involved as described in
Chapter 7.

The negotiators represent the sugar cane producers affiliated to the CNC
or CNPP, the refinery’s administrator and the head of the extension
department. All parties are, through their insertion into the corporative
political structure, members of the PRI, though this does not entail that they
have common interests and goals. With corporatism as a backcloth, the
different parties focus their discussions mostly on economic issues. The
refinery administration aims to cut down its costs and the sugar cane
producers to increase the credit allowances and the price of cane, the latter
being subject to national policies. Of course sugar cane producers, especially
the CNPP members, are concerned about cost but in a more complex and
delayed way. The current administration pursues a cost-effective management
style and tries to bring market considerations into its decisions as much as
possible in a publicly-own refinery. Whereas sugar cane producers have to
weigh up their different economic needs, some producers might be short of
cash and prefer to draw credit for some of the work undertaken, though it
would be discounted later when they are paid for their cane. Interest can be
as high as the commercial rates though it tends to be pegged a few points
lower. Thus, even as a pure speculative measure, getting credit from the
refinery can be profitable. However, most sugar cane producers borrow
money because they need it at that time in the their economic cycle.



Introductory Overview xv

The refinery administrator is the person most concerned with
implementing a more cost-efficient managerial style, which reduces the
negotiable economic agenda, thereby loading against the sugar cane
producers. However, their response - and inspite of their differences - is
quick and well coordinated as described in Chapter 7. CNC leaders are not
as concerned as the CNPP to take care of their pennies. In the case of the
CNC leader in Autldn-El Grullo, his political ambitions pervade his careful
balancing of the interests of the sugar cane affiliated to the CNC, as is
illustrated by his intervention in the incident discussed in Chapter 7. In
contrast, the CNPP leader seems to be mainly concerned with cutting down
costs and improving profits. In the analysis of the negotiations of the
Committee of Sugar Cane Production these differences are carefully
discussed before reaching a agreement satisfactory to all parties involved.






CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCING THE POLITICS OF SUGARCANE PRODUCTION

Sugarcane producers and refinery employees have reached, through negoti-
ations and confrontations, a modus vivendi for the organization of sugarcane
production in the zone served by the Melchor Ocampo refinery in the
Autldn-El Grullo region of western Jalisco, Mexico. The producers’ leaders
and the refinery’s manager have created a framework in which each of the
partner’s interests are respected and given space. In this thesis I describe
how local farmers and politicians lobbied to attract state investment for a
refinery in the region, and how refinery employees and management devised
their own strategies vis-a-vis the state and producer interests, and I examine
the social characteristics and organization of different groups of producers.
Throughout institutional politics pervades at both local and national level
with the ruling party, the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional), playing
a major role.

I start the thesis by describing a social drama in which the larger of the
two associations of sugarcane producers called a strike, which had far
reaching repercussions for the political organization of production and
processing. Following the account of the drama, I sketch in the background
of the dramatis personae, followed by a summary of the prevailing
theoretical cast, including a brief outline of the sociological paradigms that
underpin current interpretations of the interactions between the different
actors involved in sugarcane production in Mexico.

Social Drama: The Strike

On Thursday, 14th of May, very early in the morning, Maximino Castillo
Arenas, general secretary of the CNC (Confederacién Nacional Campesina,
National Peasant Confederation) and several other members of the CNC
committee, stood guard at the gate of the refinery. They gave instructions to
all drivers, arriving with lorries full of cane from CNC producers, to queue
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up at the side of the road and wait for instructions before emptying their
loads. The drivers obeyed without question. In a couple of hours parallel
lines of sturdy lorries balancing their mounds of sticky black cane extended
from the entrance to the refinery to as far as the eye could see. By mid-day
there must have been some eighty lorries waiting there. Drivers leaned on
their vehicles or sat resignedly on the grass and ate their breakfast, while
some organized teams to play football at the side of the road. They tolerated
the delay, stoically eyeing the sticky mounds, knowing that even when the
strike was called off and they could shed their loads, they would not have
time to make a second trip. This would mean a considerable reduction in
income for the day. Of course they complained. They were able vaguely to
guess the reason for the standstill. According to them it had something to do
with Limén, a former head of the extension department at the mill, recently
reinstated after having been dismissed two years previously. But they were
not sure about the real cause and commented that the drivers were likely to
lose the most.

Meanwhile, Maximino, wearing a black leather jacket, paraded in front
of the gate, pushing back his sombrero, twirling his moustache, engaging in
lively conversation with lorry drivers and some of the sugarcane producers
who had arrived at the entrance of the sugar refinery. These conversations
were often interrupted by the bleep of the walky-talky that Maximino held in
his hand which he answered in a loud voice. He was in great spirits. He
knew that every minute of delay in the delivery of the sugarcane meant a
considerable economic loss for the sugar mill and that seemed to be his main
aim in keeping the strike going; he recognized that the lorry drivers were
going to lose part of their regular daily income (most lorries were owned by
the cane producers) but he said that there were times when sacrifices had to
be made: "it is better to lose money than your dignity" he told them. Jacinto
Rojo, the secretary of CNC was very busy going to different plots to check
that they had stopped burning the sugarcane and telling the team in charge of
burning to wait for the strike to be called off before they continued with the
scheduled list of burnings.”

The producers belonging to the other, smaller association of producers
in the valley, affiliated to the CNPP (Confederacién Nacional de Pequefios
Propietarios, National Confederation of Small Landowners) did not join the
strike, but on the contrary, mobilized all the lorries and carts they could get
hold of in order to make up the missing delivery quota produced by the
strike of the CNC producers. The amount of sugarcane that CNC producers
deliver every day accounts for two-thirds of the three thousand metric tonnes
of sugarcane that the refinery grinds every twenty four hours during the






