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Introduction

the struggle for
mexican maize

A longtime symbol of lo mexicano, or Mexicanness, maize has recently
come to represent rural and even national culture threatened by
neoliberal policies and corporate-led globalization in the debates
about genetically modified (gm) corn.∞ Transgenes were found in
local Mexican corn varieties in 2001, setting o√ highly charged de-
bates about the extent to which gm corn poses a threat to native
varieties in the crop’s center of origin, domestication, and biodiver-
sity. At the time the cultivation and scientific testing of gm corn were
prohibited in Mexico, yet corn imports from the United States, where
there is no required labeling or separation of transgenic corn, in-
cluded genetically engineered varieties. Corn is imported as a grain
to be used for animal feed, tortillas, and industrial processing, but it
remains a seed and a living modified organism which can be planted
and can reproduce in the environment. This dual nature of maize, as
grain and seed, poses particular challenges for isolating or tracking
gm corn in a country where native maize varieties are cultivated
throughout the nation’s territory. Beyond these regulatory issues,
the gm corn controversy raises questions about the fate of the peas-
antry in an era of corporate agriculture and globalization.

In a globalized food system, foods not only travel enormous dis-
tances but have enormous regulatory, political, and cultural impli-
cations. The aim of this book is to provide readers with what one
sociologist of gmos has called a ‘‘political economy of meaning’’
of the corn debates, which asks under what conditions food in-
novations are accepted, ignored, or rejected (Murcott 2001). This
book situates gm corn imports within the Mexican ‘‘neoliberal corn
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4 Introduction

regime’’ (Fitting 2006a), policies which a√ected maize producers
and consumers by bringing Mexico in line with the structural adjust-
ment agendas of the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund. These policies advance conventional capital-intensive agricul-
ture and the export of fruits and vegetables to Canada and the United
States.≤ They promote trade liberalization, cuts to rural subsidies,
and the involvement of agribusiness in various stages of production,
and have deepened the country’s dependency on corn imports. Mex-
ico now imports its most consumed and culturally important crop,
maize, and its most significant export is labor. In this sense neo-
liberal policies have sought to transform peasants into new rural
subjects, into either agricultural entrepreneurs who produce for ex-
port or an inexpensive labor force. To what extent the policies have
been successful in e√ecting this transformation is one of the ques-
tions taken up by this book.

The neoliberal corn regime also reproduces and extends older
constructions of rural Mexico as a site of intervention for devel-
opment. Maize agriculture, rural development, and food security
are reduced to questions of profit and market e≈ciency. Although
small-scale maize agriculturalists often have in mind reasons other
than profit, or in addition to profit, when they grow maize, these
reasons are devalued or dismissed. Indeed, as critics of development
schemes have found elsewhere, a key component of state policy is
the production of technical expertise which dismisses or excludes
other types of knowledge—in this case, that of small rural producers
themselves (Scott 1998; Mitchell 2002).

One of the benefits of situating the gm maize controversy within
the neoliberal corn regime is that it draws our attention to how
participants in the debate legitimize or challenge neoliberal policies.
But when I began interviewing participants in the fall of 2000, I
wondered about maize producers themselves: What did they think?
How were they a√ected? The study of the corn debates, like the
politics of food and agriculture more generally, needs to go beyond
a focus on questions of regulation, policy, and state institutions to
consider political practices more broadly (Lien 2004). With these
concerns in mind, I carried out fieldwork on the livelihood strate-
gies of smallholder maize producers and residents in the Tehuacán
Valley of Puebla state. These producers constitute an important layer
of meaning in the recent gm corn debates, not just because their
practices and voices are the subject of debate but because they are
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actors who react to and engage rural policy and state bureaucrats
and experts. The valley is also one of the sites where evidence of
transgenes was later found in native cornfields.≥

While the Tehuacán Valley di√ers from communities politically
active on the issue of gm corn, such as its neighbors in the high-
lands of Oaxaca, like much of rural Mexico the valley is struggling
with neoliberal policies and crisis. The valley represents a common
and significant disjuncture in the maize debates: what is under de-
bate in the Mexican Senate, in national newspapers, at academic
conferences, and at urban rallies may not be a topic of conversation
or debate in the countryside, and when it is, the debate is often
framed in distinctive ways. The information and debate about gm
corn is unevenly communicated, shared, and received. As gm corn
and the controversy surrounding it move from one social context to
the next, they are translated and understood in di√erent ways.

This book examines the livelihood struggles of maize producers in
relation to the questions and issues raised by the gm corn debates.
The future of in situ maize conservation depends on the regulation
of gm imports, but perhaps more importantly on the livelihood
practices of rural Mexicans. Maize biological diversity is a√ected by
the social relations of production and reproduction among growers.
It is a dynamic process in which native maize varieties (criollos) are
maintained and developed through exchanges between cultivators
and between cornfields. As the Mexican critics of transgenic maize
and their allies in the transnational food sovereignty movement have
pointed out, if the small-scale producers who select and plant re-
gionally varied types of maize abandon agriculture in large num-
bers, the in situ genetic variety and abundance of the crop will be
displaced. I do not mean to imply that change in rural livelihoods
necessarily has negative social or ecological consequences. Rather,
one of my main arguments is that although small-scale agricultural
producers are always faced with a degree of uncertainty, under the
neoliberal corn regime the struggle to maintain or improve their
livelihoods has intensified. Moreover, I believe that those campesi-
nos who want to remain on the land should have the ability to do so.
The anthropologist Armando Bartra (2008) refers to this as the right
not to migrate, ‘‘the right to stay home.’’

This introduction briefly summarizes the e√ects of the neoliberal
corn regime on the southern Tehuacán Valley, and then outlines a
second argument of this book: that the debates over gm corn—how
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the issues are framed, what is said and not said, and by whom—have
significant political consequences. Some debate participants would
benefit from listening to the perspectives of small-scale maize farm-
ers on the di≈culties that they and their communities face. This
introduction also provides some background on economic crisis
and structural adjustment policies in Mexico, discusses my methods
and theoretical approach, and takes up key concepts such as peas-
ants, food regimes, neoliberalism, and globalization.

overview of the book

Part I of this book, ‘‘Debates,’’ examines how questions of culture,
risk, and expertise are framed in the controversy surrounding trans-
genic maize. Based on interviews with participants in the gm corn
debates, attendance at coalition forums and press conferences, and
the reading of media reports, chapter 1 examines how the o≈cial
government position relies on scientific experts to evaluate the risks
associated with gene flow among maize varieties, while the anti-gm
corn coalition calls for including Mexican campesinos, consumers,
and concerned citizens in the risk assessment process. Chapter 2
focuses on how particular assumptions about rural culture in early
agrarian policy and debate are used to contest or defend more re-
cent neoliberal policies. The anti-gm coalition challenges the o≈-
cial perspective by drawing on the Mexican and transnational food
and peasant rights movements, which highlight the goal of food
sovereignty.

Part II of the book, ‘‘Livelihoods,’’ considers the practices and
perspectives of southern valley maize producers, migrants, and ma-
quiladora workers. It begins by taking readers into the Tehuacán
Valley to consider how an indigenous peasantry was formed in in-
teraction with the practices of the state and capital accumulation.
Chapter 3 provides a snapshot of the valley town San José Miahua-
tlán at mid-twentieth century to illustrate the centrality of irrigation
water in maize agriculture and community organization. It explores
local disputes over water and ideas about indigenous ethnicity.
Chapter 4 argues that households have dealt with economic and
environmental crises by combining maize production with maquila-
dora work and migration to the United States, and that this in turn
has led to the emergence of transnational peasant households and
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households in transition. While migrant remittances help to sup-
port valley households, these funds and the experience of waged,
o√-farm employment are changing ideas about the generational
and gendered labor of the household, including maize agriculture.
Notably, as explored in chapter 5, migrants in their teens and twen-
ties have little knowledge of agriculture, or experience or interest in
agricultural production. This last chapter also takes a closer look at
local narratives about corn agriculture and the reasons why a campe-
sino identity resonates with older residents.

research in the cradle of corn

Located in the southeastern end of Puebla, the Tehuacán Valley de-
scends from north to southeast, continuing toward Teotitlán, Oa-
xaca. The Sierra Zongólica mountain range, which forms part of the
Sierra Madre, borders the valley at its northern and eastern sides.
The valley is also bordered by the Sierra de Zapotitlán and the
Sierra de Mazateca at its southern and western sides. In 1998 the
Tehuacán-Cuicatlán Biosphere in southeastern Puebla and north-
eastern Oaxaca was established, to help protect the biodiversity of
cactus and other species in the region from the threats of deforesta-
tion, overgrazing, and illegal sales.

The valley is known as the ‘‘cradle of corn’’ because of Richard
MacNeish’s important archaeological study of the 1960s, which un-
covered maize cobs dating back to 5000 bce (MacNeish 1972).
Although the valley is considered one of several possible locations of
original maize domestication, recent evidence suggests that other
sites are more likely candidates (Matsuoka, Vigouroux, Goodman,
Sanchez, Buckler, and Doebley 2002).

Prehistoric irrigation was central to this incipient agriculture
(Woodbury and Neely 1972), and even today, an irrigation system of
water springs, underground tunnels, and chain wells ( galerías fil-
trantes) remains essential to agricultural production in the valley. In
the late 1920s water bottling plants were established in Tehuacán,
and soon after, the city attracted tourists to its spring waters, be-
lieved to have healing properties.

Today campesinos and indigenous peoples from the valley and
surrounding sierras look to the growing city of Tehuacán for em-
ployment in spring water and soda bottling plants, the poultry in-
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dustry, and apparel plants, or maquiladoras. The region was nick-
named the ‘‘capital of blue jeans’’ during a maquiladora boom in the
1990s. The area has a mixed heritage of Nahua, Popoloca, Mixteca,
Chocho, and Mazateca peoples, although Nahuatl became the com-
mon language of the valley through Aztec domination shortly before
the Spanish conquest (Aguirre Beltrán 1992 [1986]). Nahuatl is the
most widely spoken indigenous language in Mexico.

Maize and beans are commonly cultivated crops in the valley, and
commercial crops like garlic, tomatoes, sugarcane, fruits, and flow-
ers are also grown. As in other areas of Mexico, rain-fed white
corn—distinct from industrial, hybrid yellow corn—is largely grown
for human consumption. Since the 1960s valley producers have also
grown irrigated white maize for sale on the cob, called elote. Other
significant activities in the region include goat herding, the produc-
tion of construction materials (especially bricks and cinder blocks),
and handicrafts like baskets and embroidered clothing for tourist
markets outside the valley.

South of the city there are seven valley municipios, or counties,
which cultivate commercial elote. San José Miahuatlán (pop. 13,500)
is the southern municipio bordering Oaxaca, comprising the head
town (cabecera) of the same name and four auxiliary towns: Axusco,
San Jerónimo Axochitlán, San Pedro Tetitlán, and San Mateo Tlacox-
calco. The population of the head town, where my research was
focused, is around 8,760.∂ While state authorities classify the county
of San José as a ‘‘marginalized’’ indigenous area because it is one of
the poorest areas of the valley (Embriz ed. 1993, 159–60), it is also
considerably better o√ than the neighboring sierra in terms of ser-
vices like potable water, electricity, and transportation.

In the 1980s the anthropologists Kjell Enge and Scott Whiteford
found that agriculture was ‘‘the lifeblood of the Tehuacán Valley’’
(1989, 29). This holds true today, although livelihoods have further
diversified and migration has accelerated. In San José cornfields
(milpas) either follow the Mesoamerican tradition of intercropped
maize, beans, and squash or are simply limited to corn. Landhold-
ings tend to be small (up to five hectares) or less frequently of
medium size (six to twelve hectares). These holdings are on com-
munal, private, or ejido land, the last consisting of hillside terrains
largely used for wood collection, goat grazing, and to a lesser extent
rain-fed maize production. Rainfall in the valley is irregular, and
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while the soil is fertile in many areas, calcium salts and carbonates
are deposited in the soil by irrigation water. Over time this can lead
to salinization and soil that becomes toxic to plants. Additionally,
when the concentration of calcium salts is high, they form a hard-
pan beneath the surface (caliche), making drainage of the soil very
di≈cult (Byers 1967; Enge and Whiteford 1989, 27–28).

Methodology

This book focuses on the debate over the gm corn scandal during a
six-year period corresponding to the administration of President
Fox (2000–2006). I interviewed various types of debate participants
about regulation and the gm corn controversy—government o≈-
cials, maize biologists, biotechnologists, and anti-gm corn activists
in Mexico City, Tehuacán, and Chapingo—who were identified as
experts in the media or by other participants. I wanted to understand
how they discussed and framed the controversy and the problems
facing the countryside. Social scientists are increasingly interested
in the role of experts and expert knowledge in state practices and
political rule. Modern states and public o≈cials often rely on the
‘‘rule of experts’’ (Mitchell 2002), as expertise enables them to pres-
ent their decisions in technical rather than political terms (Ferguson
1994). In Mexico the study of ‘‘experts’’ and those with influence
includes looking at how anthropologists and social scientists por-
tray the countryside; over the years anthropology has played an im-
portant role in shaping Mexican state policy and representing rural
folk. This role is discussed in chapter 2. By critically engaging our
own discipline, anthropologists can be more conscious of the ways
we contribute to the construction of rural Mexico as a site for par-
ticular types of expert interventions.

The second method I undertook was ethnographic fieldwork,
which I conducted among residents in the southern Tehuacán Valley
town of San José Miahuatlán. I lived in the valley in 2001–2, with
several extended visits over the next six years. When fieldwork began
I asked residents what they thought about maíz transgénico, but found
that the controversy had not reached the valley during my visits,
despite the government study which found evidence of transgenes
in its northern end. I carried out research with a couple of other
questions in mind: Why was maize the crop of choice when local
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agricultural production declined in the 1980s and into the 1990s—as
residents and statistics suggested? And how were livelihoods af-
fected by trade liberalization and recent state policies?

Fieldwork included seventy interviews and surveys with residents
on their household composition, work or migrant history, and agri-
cultural practices and corn varieties. Over a period of several months
in 2002 I also accompanied a government extension worker from
the regional o≈ce of the Ministry of Agriculture during his visits to
producers in valley towns. Together we conducted surveys on the
costs of corn production.

For anthropologists, fieldwork is based on participant observa-
tion, which is much more than conducting interviews or surveys; it
is a process of building relationships with residents and commu-
nicating informally with people in everyday situations, such as when
they are hanging out at the corner store, at a friend’s home shelling
corn, or in line at the mayor’s o≈ce waiting for some subsidy. Of
course anthropologists are not neutral or disinterested observers:
they occupy particular social locations and take with them to the
field questions that have been shaped by their academic training and
life history. My social location as a university-educated North Ameri-
can gave me access to government o≈ces and research sites that less
privileged rural Mexicans do not have. Moreover, my account of the
valley is not a complete picture of life in the region. Ethnographic
fieldwork does not get us to the ‘‘truth’’ or total picture of a place,
but it does provide a rich context for understanding interview or
survey responses and does give us insight into ideas and practices
that may not be captured in other ways.

When I first arrived in San José Miahuatlán I quickly found out that
tensions existed between the local branch of the pri (Partido de la
Revolución Institucional or Institutional Revolutionary Party)∑ and
the other main political party in town, the prd (Partido de la Revo-
lución Democrática or Party of the Democratic Revolution),∏ be-
cause of conflict over irrigation water during the 1980s. At the na-
tional level the pri had been in power for seventy-one years. I made
an e√ort to associate with families of di√erent political a≈liations
and took special care to change the names of the interviewees in
my notebooks and in publications, with a few exceptions.π History
weighs heavily in San José. Although many Mexican rural commu-
nities, including other valley towns, have experienced periods of
violent conflict over scarce resources, in San José the conflict has
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shaped the relations of community in particular and profound ways.
There is a perception among valley residents and city dwellers that
Sanjosepeños are naturally prone to violence.

San José has both similarities with other struggling rural towns
and its own unique history. Like other rural areas of Mexico it has a
history of postrevolutionary disputes over resources and now com-
bines maize production with transnational labor migration. How-
ever, in the valley producers grow both rain-fed and irrigated corn,
in contrast to peasant producers who depend on rainfall alone.
Moreover, in a country so regionally varied by language, custom,
and geography from one community to the next, the kind of maize
produced and the labor strategies employed vary greatly, as can the
specific reasons for conflict and labor migration, and their e√ects.

Valley Livelihoods: Maize, Migrants, and Maquiladoras

When I began fieldwork in the southern valley I found that many
households cultivated corn for consumption and sale on the market;
and that they were financed by o√-farm income, including remit-
tances from young migrants in the United States and employment in
valley maquiladoras. Yet in post-nafta Mexico it is often less costly
to buy industrially produced and imported corn than it is to grow the
crop locally on a small scale.

Previously not a migrant-sending area, San José now sends the
majority of its young male residents (aged fifteen to late thirties) to
work across the border. At home maize is the preferred crop because
it is the mainstay of the diet and has multiple, flexible uses: if there
are no buyers or the price of maize is too low, the crop is dried and
consumed as grain in the form of tortillas. When cash is needed in
emergencies, the grain can be sold in small amounts at a loss. In the
absence of a social safety net in rural Mexico, maize provides a kind
of insurance, particularly for older residents and the unemployed.
Maize is a form of security for those left behind, for those who
cannot migrate or do not wish to. In other regions maize agricul-
ture, cuisine, and seed can also have a strong spiritual component.

In the southern Tehuacán Valley residents are struggling with the
e√ects of inflation, lack of regional employment, and neoliberal
policies, as well as with declining levels of irrigation water. As a
result, agriculture and the social relations of production are being
remade in significant ways. The household strategy which combines
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maize production with migration and maquiladora work has been
accompanied by the monetization of available agricultural labor and
a decline in sharecropping. Young men hired to work the milpa now
prefer to be paid in wages rather than through sharecropping ar-
rangements. (In the valley, work in the milpa is typically done by
men, although women contribute to other aspects of maize agricul-
ture.) More significant is the preference of young migrants for non-
agricultural work. Members of this younger generation have little
knowledge about corn agriculture and claim that they will not take
up the crop as they age because ‘‘there is no money to be made in the
cornfield.’’ A last trend is the declining use of the traditionally inter-
cropped milpa (maize grown with beans and squash) and several
varieties of local maize.

narratives about corn culture

The politics of food and agriculture involve struggles over who di-
rects the focus of public debate and how the issues are framed. In
Mexico o≈cial narratives articulated by the Ministry of Agriculture
and in policy portray smallholder corn agriculture as ine≈cient be-
cause of its low yields and its use of ‘‘traditional’’ technology, such
as criollo seed. Drawing upon interviews with Mexican scientists
and activists engaged in the corn debates, this book demonstrates
how the coalition In Defense of Maize, formed in 2002 by Mexican
environmentalist, campesino, and indigenous rights groups in re-
sponse to transgenic contamination, shifted the debate away from
the o≈cial focus on ine≈ciency and the risks of gene flow toward
wider concerns about the future of the Mexican countryside and
culture. Critics of gm maize challenge the government and industry
narratives which privilege scientific expertise in evaluating the risks
of gene flow (see Heller 2002 on France). In doing so this ‘‘pro-
maize’’, anti-gm coalition contends that the appropriate experts for
evaluating potential harm are not only biotechnologists and other
scientists but corn producers and consumers. As with other gm
controversies, the Mexican corn debates contest the boundaries of
accepted expert knowledge and also implicate competing construc-
tions of culture and nature. The anthropologists Chaia Heller and
Arturo Escobar further suggest that in such controversies, ‘‘Bio-
diversity and transgenic agriculture constitute powerful networks
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through which concepts, policies and ultimately cultures and ecolo-
gies are contested and negotiated’’ (2003, 169).

Participants in the gm corn debates articulate ideas about peas-
ants, indigenous peoples, and development in relation to corn and
culture. Arguments about culture are used to defend or reject recent
state policies and trade liberalization. While the pro-maize coalition
draws our attention to the policies which exacerbate the di≈cult
conditions for small producers, in some cases they misrepresent
changes taking place in the countryside. At times both the govern-
ment and the pro-maize coalition portray maize agriculture as part
of a millennial culture or tradition, distinct from the capitalist econ-
omy of modern Mexico—a form of what Michael Kearney (1996) and
others have called ‘‘peasant essentialism.’’∫ The government nar-
rative posits the production of corn as ine≈cient precisely because
it is deemed a culture of subsistence untouched by the workings and
values of capitalist markets. Critics counter that this is a positive
alternative to capitalism and its processes of commodification. Both
these narrative strategies rely on a conceptual binary between the
‘‘market’’ and the ‘‘local community’’ (Hayden 2003b) and between
the modern and the traditional. They also overlook the fact that Mex-
ico, and the rest of Mesoamerica, were an important pre-capitalist
center of commodity production and exchange (Cook 2006). Thus
an additional argument of this book is that conceiving of a millennial
culture of corn obscures how maize-producing communities (or
peasantries) are made and remade in interaction with larger forces
and processes.

These narratives about the Mexican countryside are not simply
words and ideas; they are an inherent part of social practice and have
material e√ects in the world. There is power in the process of nam-
ing. The ways that policy makers and experts view and describe the
countryside, its problems and remedies, make their way into policy
and state practices, although these policies are implemented and
received in uneven and unintended ways. Various social construc-
tionist schools of thought rightly point out that we never arrive at
the truth about the social world in a manner unmediated by lan-
guage, discourse, or ideology; nevertheless, some representations
are fairer or more rigorous than others. This book is of course my
own account of how policies and narratives make their way to the
countryside. It is my hope that this ethnography illustrates why we
should not rely on o≈cial versions about the benefits of trade liber-
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alization, conventional agriculture, measures to cut state services, or
neoliberal solutions to rural poverty. Alternative accounts of these
policies show that campesinos are not ‘‘ine≈cient’’ producers, iso-
lated from the workings of the market, nor have they necessarily
responded to neoliberal reform in the predicted manner. Valley mi-
grants, campesinos, and maquiladora workers are social agents
who engage and respond to state policies and globalization, but not
under conditions of their own choosing.

Conceptualizing Culture

As both a crop and a food for humans, mainly in the form of
tortillas, maize is a particularly powerful symbol of the nation in
Mexico, with many often contradictory layers of meaning. Foods
have strong emotive powers because they structure daily life, are part
of the process of socialization, and are symbols and signs of other
things. The act of eating involves consuming meaning and symbols
as well as consuming foods (Douglas 1966; Mintz 1985). Foods play
a role in demonstrating and delineating social distinctions such as
social status, ethnic belonging or exclusion, and gender di√erence.
In Mexico corn-based foods are inscribed with notions of culture,
race, and gender, and so is maize agriculture. In chapter 2 we see
how maize-based foods went from being a symbol of indigenous
backwardness and isolation to a symbol of the mestizo nation in
mid-twentieth-century Mexico, yet state policy continued to associ-
ate maize agriculture with economic backwardness and ine≈ciency.
And while areas that rely most heavily on criollo varieties (rather
than scientifically improved seed) do tend to be the poorest in Mex-
ico, it is sometimes incorrectly suggested that small-scale maize
production is responsible for rural poverty.

The recent gm corn debates have inherited and negotiated earlier
ideas about peasant maize-based agriculture and rural culture: they
are frequently portrayed as isolated, primordial, and driven by val-
ues of subsistence over profit. Such peasant essentialism distorts
changes taking place in the countryside and the strategies of small-
holder maize farmers and campesinos as they confront the neo-
liberal corn regime. This portrayal overlaps with a bounded and
internally static concept of culture—what the anthropologist Eric
Wolf (1982) famously referred to as the ‘‘billiard ball’’ view of cul-


