PONCIANO ARRIAGA (1811–1865)

SPEECH FROM THE 1856–1857 CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION (1857)
One of the most deeply rooted evils of our country—an evil that merits the close
attention of legislators when they frame our fundamental law—is the monstrous division
of landed property.
While a few individuals possess immense areas of uncultivated land that could
support millions of people, the great majority of Mexicans languish in a terrible poverty
and are denied property, homes, and work.
Such a people cannot be free, democratic, much less happy, no matter how many
constitutions and laws proclaim abstract rights and beautiful but impractical theories—
impracticable by reason of an absurd economic system.
There are Mexican landowners who occupy (if one can give that name to a purely
imaginary act) an extent of land greater than the area of some of our sovereign states,
greater than that of one or several European states.
In this vast area, much of which lies idle, deserted, abandoned, awaiting the arms
and labor of men, live four or five million Mexicans who know no other industry than
agriculture, yet are without land or the means to work it, and who cannot emigrate in the
hope of bettering their fortunes. They must either vegetate in idleness, turn to banditry, or
accept the yoke of a landed monopolist who subjects them to intolerable conditions of
life.
How can one reasonably expect these unhappy beings to escape from their
condition of abject serfs through legal channels, or hope that the magic power of a written
law will transform them into free citizens who know and defend the dignity and
importance of their rights?
************
How can a hungry, naked, miserable people practice popular government? How
can we proclaim the equal rights of men and leave the majority of the nation in conditions
worse than those of helots or pariahs? How can we condemn slavery in words, while the
lot of most of our fellow citizens is more grievous than that of the black slaves of Cuba or
the United States?
************
With some honourable exceptions, the rich landowners of Mexico (who rarely
know their own lands, palm by palm), or the administrators or majordomos who represent
them, resemble the feudal lords of the Middle Ages. On his seigniorial lands, with more
or less formalities, the landowner makes and executes laws, administers justice and
exercises civil power, imposes taxes and fines, and his own jails and irons, metes out
punishment and tortures, monopolizes commerce, and forbids the conduct without his
permission of any business but that of the estate. The judges or officials who exercise on
the hacienda the powers attached to public authority are usually the master’s servants or
tenants, his retainers, incapable of enforcing any law but the will of the master.

An astounding variety of devices are employed to exploit the peons or tenants, to
turn a profit from their sweat and labor. They must accept rotten seeds or sick animals
whose cost is charged to their miserable wages. They must make all of their purchases on
the hacienda, using tokens or paper money that do not circulate elsewhere. They are
forbidden to use pastures and woods, firewood and water, or even the wild fruit of the
fields, save with the express permission of the master. In fine, they are subject to a
completely unlimited and irresponsible power.
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