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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to contribute to an understanding of persistent ethnic inequality in Northern 
Mexico. This involves systematizing empirical findings related to the Raramuri (indigenous people) 
emic conception of wellbeing dimensions and exploring their barriers. In this light two qualitative 
dimensions of Raramuri wellbeing are described; the importance of farming and the importance of 
effective social networks. This paper argues that unequal social, economic and political interac-
tions held between the Raramuri and the mestizo (non-indigenous people) limit and hinder Rara-
muri wellbeing. Three hindering factors are explored; land conflicts; institutional arrangements by 
the ejido system (land management scheme) and ethnically differentiated vulnerability. Finally, it is 
argued that these factors are charged by underlying power asymmetries that contribute to the per-
sistence of deprived conditions for that indigenous group.  

 

1 The author wishes to acknowledge friends and colleagues whose comments and ideas I made use of, special thanks to 
Patricia Justino, Peter Luetchford, Genner Llanes, Martina Ulrichs and Horacio Almanza. The errors and inconsistencies 
remain my own. 
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1. Introduction 

The persistence of inequality faced by marginalized and excluded ethnic minorities in 

Mexico and other countries remains a challenge. The correlation between margi-

nality and poor living conditions and indigenous adscription is clear in developing 

countries that have a strong presence of ethnic minorities.2 The indigenous popula-

tion in Mexico represents roughly 9.5 per cent of all inhabitants in 2005 with a total of 

52 indigenous groups and languages (INEGI, 2005). Geographically, despite a re-

cent migration into urban areas, a large proportion of the indigenous population still 

lives in rural areas (60 per cent) whilst only 22 per cent of the non-indigenous live in 

rural settings. Poverty levels are concentrated in rural and marginalized areas where 

indigenous people tend to live (De la Torre, 2010). Correspondingly, the incidence of 

extreme poverty in 2002 was 4.5 times higher among predominantly indigenous 

people than among non-indigenous people in predominantly mestizo municipalities; 

up from a ratio of 3.7 times one decade earlier (Hall and Patrinos, 2006).  

This paper explores the relationship between ethnicity and inequality. It explores the 

case of the Tarahumara people – or Raramuri as they name themselves – living in 

the Chihuahua Sierra Madre in Northern Mexico and their interactions with the non-

indigenous mestizo population. The Raramuri indigenous group (75,545 people) 

(INEGI, 2005) shares an approximate area of 60,000 square kilometres with three 

other, smaller indigenous groups as well as the largely dominant mestizo population.  

The aim of this paper is to contribute to the understandings of persistent ethnic in-

equality in Northern Mexico. This involves systematizing empirical findings related to 

the Raramuri emic conception of wellbeing and exploring its barriers. In this light two 

qualitative dimensions of Raramuri wellbeing are analysed arguing that they are de-

termined by unequal social, economic and political interactions between the Rara-

muri and the mestizo.   

 
2 An understanding of the concept of “indigenous and tribal peoples” is contained in article 1 of the 1989 Conven-
tion concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries, No. 169, adopted by the International 
Labour Organization (ILO). This definition includes three basic elements for indigenous people; historical continu-
ity; territorial connection and distinct social, economic, cultural and political institutions whether they retain some 
or all of their own institutions. The ILO definition also includes a subjective component as it recognizes the self-
identification as a fundamental criterion. 
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The dimensions (a) the significance of farming and (b) the importance of enjoying 

effective social networks are described on their relation between wellbeing dis-

courses relating to livelihoods and ways of living. The understanding of wellbeing by 

the Raramuri transcends and influences they way they perceive and act within their 

community. This include their ability to adapt their livelihood strategies such as self-

consumption agriculture to changing circumstances; their communal rather than indi-

vidual ownership of the means of production; their social systems based heavily on 

kin relations and the practice of culturally-embedded forms of sharing and reciprocal 

exchange (such the teswuino gatherings in the case of the Raramuri) which entails 

collective returns rather than focalizing on individual accumulation. These aspects 

are vital in reinforcing their identity and self-definition (Green, 2006).  

I argue that these characteristics of Raramuri wellbeing clash with three hindering 

factors. One of these is related to pressures placed in part by regional economic in-

dustry such as forestry, tourism, and cattle growing which affects land access and 

created conditions of inter-ethnic tension and violence. This argument is described 

with an empirical case of a wealthy mestizo in the Raramuri region of Aboreachi. 

Ethnic tension and violence are kept alive through corrupt political systems and inef-

ficient state capacity to control resource hoarding. A second factor is the institutional 

arrangements as part of the ejido3 system that also hinders wellbeing by creating a 

space where inter-ethnic power relations influence management of farming re-

sources. Additionally, the paper shows the influence of implied effects the ejido has 

on land and farming. For instance, I explore the introduction of fertilizer subsidies to 

boost farming as an important asset for the Raramuri capacity to farm. However 

among the important caveats produced are the increasing dependency to the re-

ceived transfers and resources. The effects of farming chemicals are described. A 

 
3 Figure of collective land management created after the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and subsequent Agrarian 
Reform process to redistribute land. During the last century, ejidos became the dominant form of organizational 
division of rural land. Most indigenous live in ejidos (COSYDDHAC/Texas Center for Policy Studies 2000). In the 
Tarahumara and other indigenous region in Mexico, ejido areas and demarcations were imposed, overlapping 
the divisions of Raramuri towns or ranchos. As ejidos function in the form of cooperatives to manage land re-
sources, collective decisions are taken through a general assembly composed of mainly a president, secretary 
and treasurer elected by its members or ejidatarios. Individuals can become members after living a specific 
amount of time within the ejido, thus acquiring rights such as the participation in collective decisions concerning 
management of natural resources and the reception of shares of the profits from the sale of natural resources, 
especially timber.  



Ethnopolitics Papers | No. 14 
 
 

     
3 

 

third hindering factor is ethnically differentiated vulnerabilities and coping strategies, 

as mestizos have greater collective capacity to overcome economic shocks due to 

greater involvement in regional sectors of market economy. I illustrate this point with 

the case of the Armendariz mestizo family and their coping strategies based on di-

versified economic income sources. 

The hindering factors explored in this paper operate in ways that affect Raramuri 

wellbeing by limiting their group agency and ability to deal with economic exploitation 

and ethno-political oppression. They do so articulating socially embedded factors 

such as discrimination, uneven power relations and processes of exclusion that in 

the long run contribute to consolidating persistent inequality between the mestizo 

and the Raramuri people. 

Through these arguments it can be claimed that the Raramuri population lacks politi-

cal capacity and effective agency to balance unequal power relations from mestizos 

and wider national society. At the same time, as many inter-ethnic power relations 

are expressed through economic exchange, the Raramuri collective choice of defy-

ing complete market integration by engaging with subsistence agriculture can be 

understood as a strategy not only to preserve ethnic identity but also to potentially 

control negative effects of market-based relations. 

Empirical data presented in this paper was collected during fieldwork in the Tarahu-

mara region from January to December 2010. Methods used to obtain information 

included semi-structured interviews, participant observations, surveys, ethnographic 

exercises, and archival research. Semi-structured interviews and surveys were ap-

plied to 30 self-identified Raramuri and mestizo inhabitants of the Guachochi munici-

pality, Chihuahua, Mexico. Ethnographic research and participant observation was 

conducted in the area known as Aboreachi (a Raramuri locality with a population of 

approximately 120 people) and Laguna de Aboreachi (a dominantly mestizo locality 

with a population of 315 people) in the same municipality of Guachochi. Archival re-

search of two collections complemented the research methods in order to incorpo-

rate a synchronic perspective wherever possible. Archives consulted include the Ar-

chive from the Coordination Centre of Guachochi for Indigenous Action of the 
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National Institution of Indigenous Affairs (INI), and the Smithsonian Institution Ar-

chive–Section of the Tarahumara Region. Both archives are held under custody in 

the National School of Anthropology and History in Chihuahua City, Mexico. These 

archives were consulted during October–November 2010. 

The rest of the paper can be outlined as follows. Section 2 describes briefly the theo-

retical approaches towards persistent inequality, which frame the research. Section 3 

introduces the region of the Tarahumara and discusses two crucial wellbeing dimen-

sions for the Raramuri: effective farming and engaging with effective social networks. 

Once the two dimensions are discussed, section 4 will analyse how these clash with 

the dominant practices of the mestizo group and ultimately hinder Raramuri wellbe-

ing dimensions. Three hindering factors are explored: land conflicts; institutional ar-

rangements driven by the ejido; and ethnically differentiated vulnerabilities. Section 5 

concludes the paper.  

2. Theoretical approaches to persistent inequality 

There is an increasing body of literature that explores the durability and persistence 

of inequalities in Latin America.4 Studies following this path seek to postulate a re-

search paradigm focussed on the understanding of structural relations and their links 

with cultural, historical and global dimensions of inequality. This body of literature 

has the commonality of evidencing a paradigm shift on explaining and interpreting 

high levels of socioeconomic inequality that characterize the Latin American region. 

Common explanations for the sharp inequality in the region focus on inefficient social 

policies, pervasive effects of late industrialization and failed market integration. Des-

pite economic growth and global market integration experienced by some countries, 

such as Brazil and Mexico, inequality is far from diminishing, in fact it seems to have 

increased it (Hoffman and Centeno, 2003). In this sense, although Mexico is a mid-

dle income country whose wellbeing indicators have increased during the past few 

years, regional pockets of poverty have remained unchanged, or even worsened. 

This holds true even more if indigenous populations are considered (Hall and 

Patrinos, 2006; UNDP CDI, 2006; De la Torre, 2010).  

 
4 See Gootenberg (2005) for a literature review and a discussion of diverse approaches.  
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From an individualistic perspective, poverty results from weaknesses and a lack of 

skills, abilities, motivations and ambitions in human beings. This perspective repre-

sents some limitations in overseeing power relations acting as structural forces em-

bedded in the social context. From the structural perspective, poverty is not only a 

by-product of individual characteristics and behaviour of the poor, but a social prob-

lem rooted in the unequal distribution of power and opportunities (Royce, 2009). 

Therefore, by recognizing that inequalities are not only a matter of economic under-

development, poverty or regressive policies, this shift in approaching persistent pov-

erty and inequality stresses the need to interrogate and interpret in a new light his-

torical, cultural, global and structural factors that have produced, tolerated, and con-

tested resilient inequalities over time (Gootenberg, 2005). Additionally, the new 

paradigm advocates a focus on structural factors as determinant causes of poverty 

instead of individual traits and deficiencies.  

Justino (2009) presents a framework on determinants of persistent inequality in Latin 

America arguing that inadequate access to income, socio-political institutions, mar-

kets, health care and education are shaped by regressive trade policies, dysfunc-

tional and regressive distribution policies, forms of discrimination, and corrupt politi-

cal systems. In this sense, historical processes of unequal initial opportunities be-

tween individuals and groups are maintained largely by social and market forces. 

This framework helps to understand how persistent unequal conditions may be per-

petuated if a group has a privileged position in economic and political terms. 

In establishing the local dimensions of wellbeing and subsequently the analysis of 

inequality, this research acknowledges the interconnectedness of the process di-

mension of inequality formation, as well as the outcome dimension of inequality. In 

this understanding, I support the much-needed approach of focusing not only on 

knowing who is most affected by unequal distribution of resources, but, rather, on 

how this emerged, focusing on the inter/intra-ethnic interactions and processes that 

reproduce inequality (McGregor, Mckay and Velazco, 2007).  

Building on this idea, this paper presents an empirical case study of one ethnic group 

that is being subjected to forms of persistent inequality and ethno-political oppres-
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sion. In order to do so, I find applicable the membership theory of inequality (Durlauf 

1999; 2001; 2006). This theory focuses on the social-level characteristics of factors 

that lead to the persistence of inequality, rather than factors attributable to the indi-

vidual level such as human capital investments and others. Thus, the focus is on 

analysing the influence that social membership, such as ethnic and racial adscrip-

tion, has on the unequal allocation of resources and opportunities between groups. 

Particular attention is given to social factors and structural processes that play a 

fundamental role in the perpetuation of inequality by shaping people’s perceptions, 

aspirations, and opportunities. In this sense, Durlauf (2006: 142) describes the im-

portance of the membership theory of inequality ‘since the composition and behav-

iours of the groups of which an individual is a member plays such an important role 

in socioeconomic outcomes’.  

3. Wellbeing dimensions for the Raramuri 

The largest percentage of indigenous people in Mexico – with respect to fraction of 

overall populations and diversity of languages spoken – is concentrated in the Cent-

ral and Southern regions. However, the Sierra Madre Mountain Range, also known 

as the Tarahumara region, is mainly located in the northern state of Chihuahua and 

in parts of States of Sonora, Durango and Sinaloa (see Figure 1). 

The ecology of the region consists of a system of deep subtropical canyons, with at 

least five of them deeper than the Grand Canyon in the U.S., alternating with high 

mountains up to 3,300 meters above sea level where around 15 per cent of Mexico’s 

national forest surface lies (Perez–Cirera and Lovett, 2006). This area of 60,000 

square kilometres is home to four indigenous groups: the Raramuri or ‘Tarahumara’ 

with an estimated population of 75,545 according to INEGI (2005), the Odame or 

‘tepehuanos’ with 9,435, the Warijo or ‘warijios’ with 1,900 and the O’oba or ‘pimas’ 

with 435. Almost 90,000 indigenous people coexist with the non-indigenous or mes-

tizo population, which is twice as numerous.5 

 
5 Mestizos are for the purpose of this research considered an ethnic group as they possess cultural practices and 
identities that differentiate them from indigenous and the wider Mexican society.  
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FIGURE 1: TARAHUMARA REGION OF CHIHUAHUA 

 
Source: www.maps-of-mexico.org/chihuahua 

Official sources evidence high poverty levels in the Tarahumara region. The latest 

Human Development Report for Indigenous Population published in Mexico shows 

that the municipality with the lowest Human Development Index for Indigenous Peo-

ple (HDI–IP) in Mexico is Batopilas in the Tarahumara region (0.3010). This index is 

lower than Niger (0.3300), the lowest HDI country in the world (De la Torre and Ro-

dolfo, 2010). Data from the Social Marginality Index created by Consejo Nacional de 

Población (National Council of Demographics) and from the new multidimensional 

poverty measurement created by the Consejo Nacional de Evaluación de Política 

Pública (National Council of Public Policy Evaluation) also shows the discrepancies 

on socioeconomic variables affecting the indigenous people in the region.6 These 

indexes and subsequent studies show how the indigenous population is systemati-

 
6 See www.coneval.gob.mx for further comparisons on indigenous/non-indigenous social indicators.  
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cally marginalized from access to health services and quality public service (Monar-

rez and Martinez, 2000), land management benefits (Perez–Cirera and Lovett, 2006) 

and access to income, when compared with the non-indigenous population. For in-

stance, Monarrez–Espino, Greiner and Martinez (2004) establish that the Raramuri 

infant mortality rate (95 per 1000 live births) is nearly double that of the national in-

digenous infant mortality rate and triple that of the overall national rate. 

These sources tell a story of clear patterns of indigenous/non-indigenous inequalities 

in crucial wellbeing aspects. This paper is concerned, however, with identifying fac-

tors that usually are not associated with mainstream economic determinants of pov-

erty, especially qualitative and contextual factors. This context-based approach in 

capturing perceptions and understandings of wellbeing does not intend to undermine 

the usefulness of mainstream quantitative approaches, but rather advocates for 

complementary systematic comparison and analytical visualization of unequal inter-

ethnic interactions (Renshaw and Wray, 2004). 

However, this paper advocates that the importance of qualitative notions of wellbeing 

in a multicultural context has to be acknowledged. In the Tarahumara Region in 

Mexico ethnic identity becomes meaningful in providing allocation of assets and op-

portunities important to achieve wellbeing. I argue that, like other ethnically defined 

groups, the Raramuri engage with cultural dimensions of wellbeing that differentiate 

from the mestizos. These dimensions are not limited to economic accumulation or 

social mobility but rather with the right to maintain a way of life and a livelihood 

based on subsistence agriculture and the enjoyment of social networks.  

From a mestizo conception, it is through material and economic accumulation that 

wellbeing can be achieved, whilst for the Raramuri a dominant discourse of wellbe-

ing entails firstly the right to engage in subsistence agriculture and secondly the ne-

cessity to participate on economic transaction in the market. In this sense, accumula-

tion of wealth per se is not desirable and even discouraged through culturally em-

bedded practices such as myths, mythical–religious beliefs and the threat of punish-

ment through supernatural forces evoked by benign healer (owiruame) or evil healer 
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(sukuruame).7 It is through these practices that discourses about wellbeing and eth-

nic identity are sustained and reproduced within the Raramuri people.  

I am particularly interested in understanding how the Raramuri are subjected to per-

sistent ethnic inequality. In order to do this I focus here on two dimensions of Rara-

muri wellbeing identified during fieldwork: (a) the significance of effective farming, 

and (b) the importance of enjoying effective social networks. These dimensions do 

not represent all the dimensions involving wellbeing for these people as they overlap 

and intertwine with other determinants explored in subsequent sections. However, 

they are important as they relate to Raramuri values, aspirations and behaviours and 

are crucial for understanding differentiated Raramuri livelihoods in contrast to their 

mestizo counterpart. Accordingly, both dimensions map onto persistent forms of in-

equality because they are linked through institutional arrangements that permits un-

equal power relations to persist.  

I argue that both dimensions evidence the conflictive tension between Raramuri and 

mestizo wellbeing conceptions and livelihoods. This tension becomes clear if we 

analyse how both Raramuri and mestizos engage differently in the economic system 

set in the region. While a dominant way of living for the mestizo is based fundamen-

tally on the participation of market economy and commoditization of everyday life, 

the Raramuri maintain a dual path. A dominant way of living for the Raramuri is 

based on the right to engage in subsistence agriculture and social networks, and at 

the same time on the need to maintain capitalist relations of exchange with the ex-

ternal market (Varese, 1996). It is this culturally embedded right to deliberately en-

gage with subsistence economy and refuse to participate completely in the logic of 

material and economic accumulation that I want to explore next.  

 
7 Among Raramuri, when a person has a conflict with another either for envy, jealousy of suspicion or creating 
harm it is possible to seek the services from these good or evil healers. Both treasure secret wisdom and sha-
manic power to protect or weaken individuals that have created the envy or jealously through showing material 
possessions or economic capacity. There is a strong belief that they are capable of creating supernatural crea-
tures to do their bidding. One such creature is the orema or (oremaka in plural). The orema is described as a bird 
of fire with bright and red feathers that a powerful sukuruame commands to enter a person and get hold of his or 
her soul (Urteaga, 2004). 
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3.1 The significance of effective farming 

Although the Raramuri people engage in an array of subsistence practices, including 

temporal migration, production of handcrafts and other informal income generating 

activities, a vast majority are greatly dependent on self-consumption agriculture. 

Therefore, in the view of indigenous people, accessibility to land and other farming-

related resources such as water is crucial for their wellbeing. 

Among the localities studied in the Tarahumara region, the entire Raramuri house-

holds engage in farming as their main subsistence activity. Although most house-

holds diversify their economic activities, they sustain a livelihood based primarily on 

farming corn, beans and other vegetables. To a certain extent, among the Raramuri, 

farming constitutes an important perception of ethnicity; although not in all cases if a 

household does not engage regularly in farming it can be perceived as not sharing 

the same cultural references, practices and social networks that build up their group 

identity.  

Hence, farming is not conceived purely as a subsistence activity. Empirical evidence 

from fieldwork suggests that Raramuri relate land, and more precisely, the act of 

farming with moral solidarity traditions and religious and collective beliefs. Along the 

farming calendar, participant observation conducted in Raramuri localities evidenced 

neighbours incurring on traditional healing practices in crops, dances and feast or-

ganized with the clear intention of procuring a bounty harvest, to ask for rain and 

give thanks for the harvest (Saucedo, 2003; Urteaga and Stefani, 2004; Martinez et 

al., 2006). 

Anthropological and ethnographic studies undertaken in the region back up these 

empirical observations. They show how farming is a crucial activity embedded in cul-

tural systems of values and beliefs and at the same time is an economically neces-

sary activity (Lumholtz, 1902; Bennett and Zingg, 1935; Kennedy, 1963, 1978; Merrill 

and Heras, 2007, among others). The importance placed on land access and farm-

ing by the Raramuri group is consistent with empirical accounts showing that in de-

veloping countries land ownership is an asset strongly associated with the probability 
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of an individual being poor (Rodriguez and Smith, 1994; IFAD, 2001; Deininger and 

Olinto, 2000 as cited in Justino, 2009).  

Consequently, a common idea often expressed by Raramuri people is ‘if a Raramuri 

household works its plot of land well that is, according to group traditions and as the 

ancestors used to do it then you will be fine and won’t be deprived’.8 This idea widely 

extended among elderly and traditional Raramuri authorities relates to the moral ob-

ligation of a household to work hard the land, which is accessible to them. It also 

speaks about a dominant discourse of achieving wellbeing by maintaining a liveli-

hood of inter-group parity. This discourse implies having a livelihood that is primarily 

based on maintaining their ancestor’s way of living of subsistence agriculture and 

only secondly engaging with market economy and material accumulation.  

Additionally, through farming a household maintains close social relations within the 

ethnic group and the locality where it lives. Empirical evidence from a number of 

household cases suggest that even if their members engage on seasonal migration 

to cities, the pattern of migration usually depends on farming availability on their own 

plots. In this region, mestizos do not widely engage in farming but rather in market-

based economic activities such as commerce and services; farming implies acknow-

ledging your membership openly to an ethnically differentiated group and acting ac-

cording to its expectations. Although, this does not mean that a specific activity de-

termines ethnicity into one or the other category, it is socially associated generally 

with one particular group. It was common among the few self-defined mestizos inter-

viewed whom regularly farm that they work the land as if they were Raramuri. On the 

other hand, among traditional sectors of the Raramuri, if a head of a household en-

gage in other economic activities and leaves farming behind it is considered to be a 

step closer to being a Chabochi (non-Raramuri). 

In this sense, it is not enough in terms of wellbeing achievement to posses and enjoy 

physical accessibility to farm related resources. Having access to those resources 

entails individual and collective responsibility to engage with a wide range of cultural 

 

8 Interview with Eduviges Cruz Castillo. Aboreachi, Chihuahua, Mexico. June 2010. 
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practices and networks. These practices and networks play a significant role on sus-

taining their indigenous livelihood. For instance, farming implies other wellbeing di-

mensions, especially the importance of social networks with other Raramuri. Let me 

explore this point further discussing the second wellbeing dimension.  

3.2 The importance of enjoying effective social networks 

Diverse factors in the Tarahumara region shaped farming patterns. As accessible 

arable land is scarce traditional farming plots among the Raramuri consist of ap-

proximately one hectare and commonly a household possesses two or more plots 

scattered nearby the area of its settlement. As both spouses inherit plots of land 

separately they could lie in different localities being from one to three hours walking 

distance from each other.  

This factor represents an additional element that makes farming in the region a 

physically exhausting activity. A household usually requires a greater work force in 

particular times of the farming calendar in order to attend its plots regularly. For this 

reason, the help of close friends and relatives is called upon. Cooperation in farming 

activities can happen in a variety of ways; commonly an extra pair of hands is re-

quired for several days to plant, clean the plots, plough and harvest the crops. Addi-

tionally, working animals (horse and mules) and farming tools are often shared 

among friends.  

This systematic cooperation based on mutual solidarity consolidates social relations 

within the group and existing social networks of close relatives and friends. In this 

way, Raramuri people engage in a network of mutual co-responsibility and are ex-

pected to participate on collective sharing and solidarity practices. This network acts 

not only as a safety net, but it is also a crucial part of the societal base where core 

cultural values and essential information are shared, produced and reproduced. As 

Ojeda (unpublished text) argues, no indication of wellbeing for the Raramuri would 

be complete if the notion of collectively is not taken into account.  

Perhaps the most evident expression of a social network is the teswuino gatherings. 

Teswuino is a drink made of fermented maize that in the Raramuri culture is con-
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sidered a gift of God and therefore only drunk at religious ceremonies and work re-

lated gatherings. In these collective reunions, the household hostess offers a gener-

ous amount of teswuino in exchange for help received to those guests that per-

formed physically demanding activities for the household’s benefit. These gatherings 

are an essential part of an effective solidarity network consisting of family members, 

neighbours and close friends carefully invited by the hosting household. Indeed, the 

sacred and social dimensions of teswuino gatherings are highly interrelated. The 

preparation and sharing of the drink involve complex rituals. During fieldwork 

teswuino gatherings were observed commonly and repeatedly among the great ma-

jority of Raramuri households, especially between May and June when crops began 

to grow, and in October to December when the harvest takes place. Therefore, the 

beverage is also intrinsically related to labour and the sense of earning the right to 

drink it by working on farming and helping others (Urteaga, 1998).  

The following citation collected from fieldwork is helpful to illustrate this last point and 

further exemplify how both farming and social networks interlink.  

‘As long as we have land to work on and to inherit to my offspring there is no 
problem about poverty, with maize it’s enough, is the base to have pinole, 
teswuino and tortillas; food can be complemented by other vegetable gath-
ered seasonally, like quelites, mushrooms and such ... And if you have 
friends and family to help you that’s also helpful. That’s why we must make 
teswuino to offer it to Tatadiosi (God) and to your friends for helping you 
when you need it … If you have money and a lot of possessions people will 
have envy and that’s not good, they will tell that you don’t need help, you 
have too many things’ (Interview with Agustin Castillo, Aboreachi, Chihua-
hua, México. June 2010). 

In this way, teswuino not only plays a part in what some authors called the agricultu-

ral calendar and ritualistic cycle of the Raramuri (Martinez et al., 2006), it is also a 

crucial binder element reinforcing social bonds of friendship in networks of solidarity 

work and communal cohesion (Kennedy 1963, 1978). 

Additionally, teswuino gatherings offer social status for the host household, as the 

quality and quantity of the teswuino are socially appreciated: there are traditional 

ways of preparation associated to being of higher quality, which implies the acknow-

ledgement of local knowledge. Likewise, large amounts of maize are needed for the 
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preparation and, therefore, generosity also has a status-generating element. In more 

than one layer land–maiz–teswuino are determinants of social cohesion and re-

quirements for identity reproduction. For instance, collective activities concerning 

farming are compensated again collectively with teswuino, hence, if a household 

asking for help has large quantities of teswuino to offer, then it has a larger capacity 

to reattribute and a greater number of potential helpers. In this sense, Levi (1992) 

argues that teswuino for the Raramuri people is equitable to money for mestizos.  

There are additional cultural practices that also indicate the importance of social 

networks in determining wellbeing to the Raramuri people. Like other ethnic groups 

the Raramuri posses cultural traditions that enhance social cohesion so as to fortify 

their identity. Among these traditions are rohonama, the obligation to share, divide 

and distribute things among family and friends; and korima, the moral obligation to 

help those who are better off to someone in deprived condition asking for help par-

ticularly in the form of food or money (Kennedy, 1963, 1978; Levi, 1992).  

These cultural practices, values and behaviours deeply embedded in a wide sector 

of the Raramuri culture relate with the role model and peer-group effects discussed 

in the theory of social membership (Durlauf, 2006). Those behaviours and motiva-

tions, product of group membership, are reinforced by the wider societal context. In 

the case of ascribed group affiliations, such as indigenous groups, this holds true in 

the sense that their membership implies collective opportunities and constrains to 

their members.  

Consequently, I am exploring how these two dimensions of wellbeing are hindered 

by factors associated to dominant structural economic forces. In doing so, this paper 

argues that land conflicts, the ejido system and ethnically differentiated vulnerability 

contribute to persistence of inequality in the region. These factors provide a space 

and means where unequal interethnic interactions and discrimination are expressed 

in detriment of the Raramuri. Additionally, these factors are by themselves arranged 

and structured in a way that permits current conditions of economic exploitation and 

ethno-political oppression to persist. 
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4. Interethnic factors that hinder wellbeing dimensions  

During fieldwork, when interviewing and living among the Raramuri of Aboreachi, it 

became apparent that inter-ethnic interactions reflected uneven power relations from 

mestizos, leading to persistent inequality. Unequal inter-ethnic interactions as hinder-

ing wellbeing factors operated with diverse expressions in the Tarahumara region; 

land conflicts; the institutional arrangement of the ejido and ethnically differentiated 

vulnerability.  

4.1 Land conflicts 

The Raramuri people interviewed for this research constantly related the importance 

of farming and the inherent enjoyment of social networks to land conflicts. The well-

being dimensions argued above depended to a certain extent on their command 

over natural resources. Capacity of farming and the group’s social networks deeply 

related to agricultural work relied on the availability of quality and extension of land.  

Land conflicts on the Tarahumara region have diverse causes. However, the ten-

dency of commoditization of everyday life and market activities from mestizo and 

resource management schemes certainly play an evident role on them. The influ-

ence economic policies and activities drawn upon the Tarahumara region by the 

non-indigenous population has produced constraints on the availability of natural 

resources, especially land, water and forestry. These policies inflict on Raramuri live-

lihoods, their economic and cultural survival and wellbeing if natural resources man-

agement lies largely under control of mestizos (COSYDDHAC/Texas Centre for Pol-

icy Studies, 2000; Quiroz, 2008; Wyndham, 2010).  

One form of land conflict is land invasions. Demarcations and topographical limits of 

ejido extensions caused frictions among local communities and mestizo caciques9 

took advantage of the situation leading to land grabbing, often of the most fertile land 

or the most suitable for livestock. 

 

9 Local political authority. 
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Let me illustrate this with one conflict in the Aboreachi region beginning in 1961, 

which serves as an example of land disputes recorded by official records from the 

former Instituto Nacional Indigenista (National Institute of Indigenous Affairs).10 

Since the start of the 1960s there were numerous complaints in the Aboreachi sur-

roundings localities indicating that a wealthy mestizo recurrently committed a great 

number of felonies. Specifically, he was accused of letting the considerable livestock 

he owned run free within the Aboreachi ejido, despite belonging to a different ejido 

and hence causing damages to crops and destroying entire family plots. The mestizo 

did not take responsibility for the constant damages produced by his cattle endan-

gering food security for a number of families.  

Other reports from the same archive accused the same individual of cattle rustling 

and of taking over a patch of land of over 3,000 hectares.11 After repeated com-

plaints to the local government and the National Institute of Indigenous Affairs, the 

mestizo was held in detention only to be let free after a short period of time. There 

are written testimonials that he served as a rural police reserve and that the police 

and INI acted in complicity with him.12 

Reports detailing physical violence, beatings, deaths threats and cattle robbery con-

tinued for almost 20 years. It is unclear how the conflict evolved, however in 

Aboreachi and other nearby Raramuri localities, elder interviewees still recount this 

case when expressing the conflicts they have faced with mestizos. The last written 

evidence describes the gathering of two hundreds ejidatarios from all localities of the 

ejido, and civil and traditional authorities of Aboreachi to discuss the case. Next is a 

transcript of the letter from the Aboreachi community:  

‘[…] We are tired of demanding guarantees to the competent authorities, and 
up to date we have not received any. Some authorities have intervened in 
the issue however the problem persists, we believe that authorities have re-

 
10 Archive from the Coordination Centre of Guachochi for Indigenous Action of the National Institution of Indigen-
ous Affairs (INI); Docket 104 File 16 Box 135; Docket 37 File 21 Document 00001-00006, Docket 36 2nd part; 
Docket 84, File 14 Box 115. Consulted on October 2010, Chihuahua, Mexico.  
11 Idem.  
12 Idem. 
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ceived money. For this, we demand the intervention of the State Gov-
ernment, the Secretary of Agrarian Affairs and the Federal Forces in order to 
solve this issue once and for all: the cattle’s rustling, threatens to the poor 
Raramuri, and vacate the terrain being occupied by livestock. Because if this 
is not met, it would seem as if we don’t have any government that do us jus-
tice and put an end to the abuses committed. […]’13 (Archive from the Co-
ordination Centre of Guachochi for Indigenous Action of the National Institu-
tion of Indigenous Affairs (INI); Docket 79 File 4 Document 000033). 

The described case is an evident illustration of how unequal inter-ethnic relations 

hinder fundamental Raramuri wellbeing dimensions such as capacity of farming and 

enjoyment of effective social networks. Unequal access to land for mestizos can be 

achieved through corruption and clientele relations, resulting in subtle and explicit 

forms of exploitation and discrimination towards the Raramuri. It also demonstrates 

how the Raramuri group reacts to the situation it faces. Indigenous communities will 

tend to organize collectively to demand the intervention of the government. This re-

action is pursued constantly despite its ineffectiveness. Conditions of discrimination 

and illegal appropriation of land continue into the present, although perhaps with 

lesser intensity. Additionally, the rule of law is not imposed by the state in the region 

and longing demands remain to be solved. By the ineffectiveness of regulating bod-

ies, incentives to hoard resources and opportunities and inequalities remain.  

Recently land invasions have been the result of global economic activities in the Ta-

rahumara region. The growing tourist industry, mining, forestry, commerce and illegal 

drug cultivation and dealing are economic factors that have increased inter-ethnic 

tension among both groups (COSYDDHAC/Texas Centre for Policy Studies, 2000; 

Rivero, 1987). For instance, national and international private corporations have 

been appropriating land for touristic purposes. Hence, the number of legal demands 

and land conflicts in the Tarahumara region has increased in national courts.14 

These demands are being followed by local and national advocacy networks engag-

ing with Raramuri localities in terms of legal advice and support for their demands.  

The majority of mestizos participate in far greater proportion in economic projects 

such as tourism investments, mining, forestry and commerce. A dominant sector of 
 
13 Freely translated by the author.  
14 See list of agrarian conflicts and related news media from Consejo Tecnico Comunitario (CONTEC) in 
http://www.kwira.org/blog/justiciaagraria2.htm 
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the Raramuri population on the other hand is relegated to only minimum participation 

in these economic activities often through low paid jobs and self-employment; for 

instance in handicraft production. This economic relegation effect fits in many ways 

with the argument that Raramuri livelihood system and in part their wellbeing can be 

harnessed by a dual path; the need to participate in the market economy to ensure a 

livelihood and the right to engage in subsistence agriculture to maintain their eco-

nomic identity. For instance, when Raramuri people do engage with mestizos in 

monetary exchange activities, they do so in unregulated economic sectors that rep-

resent minimum revenues and benefits to the indigenous people and where discrimi-

nation can easily appear; such as commerce at the individual level, informal handi-

works and seasonal agricultural workforce. In other words, is not the market partici-

pation in itself that can potentially determine Raramuri wellbeing, but the implied – 

quite often inter-ethnic – power relations and vulnerabilities expressed through the 

mostly relegated market participation. 

Wyndham (2010) exposes how globalized economic flows from the Tarahumara re-

gion, namely the exchanges of goods, services and commerce, have benefited the 

Raramuri population only peripherally. This is due not only to the fact that mestizos 

engage in greater intensity with market economy, but also because their economic 

participation is embedded in power relations which permit opportunity hoarding and 

unequal allocation of resources. However, the long-term impacts of these develop-

ment interventions are arguably more evident for indigenous livelihoods based on 

farming. Environmental, economic and social pressures have arisen from consider-

able land erosion and contamination, deforestation, and decrease of general rainfall 

precipitation. One of the non-evident long-term phenomena is the growing scarcity of 

fertile land, leading to a decreasing size and amount of farming land to be used by 

Raramuri families. Additionally, legal and illegal land invasions of mestizos and for-

eign private actors put a crucial pressure on land distribution. These two factors have 

produced an additional increase in competition for arable land among Raramuri lo-

calities, and a tendency to over-fragment plots in order to supply land to new genera-

tions. As an elder and traditional Raramuri authority accounts for the reduction in the 

extension of farming land: ‘Good farming land is finishing ... plots are smaller than 
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when I was younger’ (Interview with Eduviges Cruz Castillo. Aboreachi, Chihuahua, 

Mexico. June 2010). 

However, access to farming land is not the only important issue; quality and suffi-

cient extensions are equally crucial. In some of my journeys during fieldwork, people 

relate to the time when families had enough land to share and leave to their off-

spring, and by the passing of generations, segmentation and divisions of plots are 

even more frequent. In this sense, quality and size of household plots are modified 

over time. Additionally, promotion of economic activities from mestizos, such exten-

sive livestock industry, mining, and narcotic growing, have displaced and modified 

the extension and quality of land suitable for farming.  

Another important factor limiting the extension of land is drug related activities. Illegal 

drug demand in the past decades has produced a lucrative option for rural popula-

tions. Mestizos and Raramuri alike engage in growing cannabis and poppy; however, 

non-indigenous dominate the production chain whilst Raramuri tend to engage in 

temporal micro plantation for mestizo buyers. In the shadow of this clandestine and 

illegal activity, discrimination and repression towards indigenous persists. For in-

stance, mestizos tend to be better paid when they sell the same quantity of cannabis 

and poppy than Raramuri (Undisclosed interview. Chihuahua, México. October 

2010). 

These findings are important because they show how the rapidly shifting context of 

the region has had a negative impact on the Raramuri and their wellbeing dimen-

sions. Due to the aforementioned factors, productive and good farming land has be-

come scarce, impacting on the frequency of the teswuino gatherings as the difficulty 

to harvest enough maize and produce sufficient teswuino has amplified. Therefore, 

the solidarity network and social relations associated with farming also impacts upon 

Raramuri wellbeing.  

These empirical findings are consistent with theoretical approaches that focus on the 

role of institutions on inequality in Latin American countries, especially those that 

argue that land policy is a historical factor that contributes to the perpetuation of un-
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equal conditions (Engerman and Sokoloff, 2006). These findings suggest that land 

policies and economic models constitute factors closely associated with the persis-

tence of inequality. 

Additionally, the findings expose unequal inter-ethnic interactions that non-

indigenous activities have brought to the identified Raramuri wellbeing dimensions. 

Next, a second hindering factor of Raramuri wellbeing is explored through the institu-

tion of the ejido. It is argued how unequal interactions are sustained as non-

indigenous actors occupy the positions of power leading to hoard economic and po-

litical opportunities.  

4.2 The institutional arrangement of the ejido system 

Land tenure schemes, such as the ejido system, constitute an inter-ethnic space 

where mestizos enact their unequal power in a way that impacts upon the Raramuri 

capacity of farming productively and on the enjoyment of social networks. 

Farming and social networks essential to the Raramuri people are influenced by the 

ejido in different ways. For instance, through the ejido collective decisions concern-

ing natural resources take place. Among them are the concession to third-party 

companies to exploit natural resources within its territorial limits, especially timber; 

the distribution of the subsequent revenues for its exploitation; and allocation and 

accessibility of farming land and water for every household members of the ejido. 

Adding to the incentive to participate in the ejido, some official agricultural program-

mes of subsidised funding are also accessible to members.  

Additionally, being a legally recognized member of the ejido implies having a voice 

and vote over collective management decisions concerning land and benefiting from 

targeted programs such as Procampo. This federal programme promotes agricultural 

production by delivering commercial and market advice, agricultural inputs, technol-

ogy, and monetary resources among other subsidized services, and has a profound 

influence on the way farming is performed.  
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Over the years the Raramuri people have adapted to the functional implications of 

land management implied by the ejido system. This process of adaptation entails an 

institutional link with the Mexican state and benefits from social programs. However, 

the adaptation has implied both benefits and negative externalities. For instance, 

through Procampo, the use of chemical fertilizers has now been available to a vast 

majority of ejidos in the Sierra. This subsidized fertilizers have served to boost agri-

cultural productivity in the short term, however, in the long term has made the plots 

dependent on the use of fertilizers. Now, Raramuri people recognize that without 

fertilizers crops will not grow enough and the harvest will be seriously compromised.  

‘Apart from not having certainty when the rainy season is going to start and if 
we will be able to have a good harvest, we now need seeds and fertilizers 
and other help from Procampo managed by the ejido (…) two years ago 
budget to buy fertilizers arrived very late and some of us had to plant maize 
twice that year to compensate for the low harvest. Another year it rained so 
much that complete crops were lost and through the ejido we had to ask to 
the government for free maize.’ (Interview with Agustin Castillo. Aboreachi, 
Chihuahua, Mexico. October 2010) 

Constrains reflected in these commentaries provide evidence of the wide range of 

vulnerabilities placed upon farming in terms of food security. Hence, a double de-

pendency effect takes place, plots need fertilizers to be productive and farmers de-

pend even more on the resources available through programs such as Procampo. At 

the same time, the rural poor and indigenous population of Mexico tend to be more 

vulnerable should subsidized policies disappear as budgeting pressure at the 

national level increases.  

Additionally, power disparities embedded on inter-ethnic relations also appear in the 

ejido system as a hindering factor of Raramuri wellbeing.  

‘Some mestizos from Laguna are members of two ejidos, a few do not even 
live within the limits of the Aboreachi ejido and in cases they don’t farm their 
land or they rent it to third parties. Despite of that they keep receiving ben-
efits to buy fertilizers from Procampo, and their share of the collective rev-
enues from the forestry exploitation in compliance with the authorities. They 
just come to the meetings in Laguna de Aboreachi when they have to sign to 
receive the economic support and no one tells them anything’ (Undisclosed 
interview. Laguna de Aboreachi, Chihuahua, Mexico. October 2010). 
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Individuals have opportunities and incentives to hoard resources in schemes where 

resources are managed with low transparency, where the decision-making process 

is concentrated in few hands. Mestizos happened to be in close contact with these 

opportunities arguably due to their command of skills and abilities of social and po-

litical relations and the knowledge on how to benefit from those systems at the local 

level.  

These empirical findings are important as they corroborate studies performed in the 

Tarahumara region. For instance, Azarcoya (2003) explores the relationship be-

tween land tenure schemes and poverty reduction, concluding that a crucial aspect 

is the internal operation of each scheme regardless of which land tenure scheme is 

in place. She establishes three factors that explain the uneven distribution of rev-

enues from forestry and that ultimately obstruct eradication of poverty affecting the 

indigenous population: first, due to the unequal education levels and language barri-

ers the Raramuri population in general terms are more susceptible to be victims of 

fraudulent management and internal irregularities within the ejido. Second, mestizos 

benefit from their ability to relate to local and national authorities, middle men buyers 

of forestry resources and technical service providers and can access the financial 

support provided by the government with more ease. Additionally, mestizos possess 

the knowledge of written and unwritten institutional arrangements that build up politi-

cal and economic relations (Azarcoya, 2003: 5). 

Furthermore, these empirical findings provide qualitative support to the hypothesis 

presented by Perez–Cirera and Lovett (2006) that in common property groups 

greater power inequality is linked with the capacity of agents to impose higher cost to 

a majority enjoying less power over production factors such as skills, knowledge and 

control over resources. This econometric research carried over to the Tarahumara 

region presents a model that links unbalanced power distribution from individuals 

(authorities) on one side and allocation of collective benefits and costs of local com-

mon property forest management on the other. The study engages with the lasting 

theoretical relationship of power heterogeneity and the incentives of some individuals 

toward collective benefits or the incentive to hoard resources by those agents that 

have greater access to assets and positions of power. The authors conclude that 
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‘power imbalances are greatly influential in shaping costs and benefits related to for-

est extraction. … with increasing power inequality within the group, authority power 

is transformed into higher rates of both illegal logging and forest degradation as well 

as to more inequitable distributions of income’ (Perez–Cirera and Lovett, 2006: 351).  

Therefore, apart from the double dependency effect mentioned earlier, towards 

social protection programs and soil dependency to agrochemicals, the ejido system 

can potentially create an institutionalized social space where power asymmetry be-

tween Raramuri and mestizos be reinforced in terms of farming activities.  

4.3 Ethnically differentiated vulnerabilities 

A third hindering factor of Raramuri wellbeing identified during fieldwork relates to 

vulnerability to shocks and the distinctive ways to face them. This section argues that 

Raramuri and mestizos engage in distinctive livelihoods strategies marked by ethni-

cally differentiated vulnerabilities and that ultimately contribute to persistence of in-

equality.  

Differentiated vulnerabilities are evident if one analyses comparatively coping strat-

egies and livelihoods between the Raramuri and mestizo. Even though both groups 

experience covariant risks, sharp differentiations on their capacity to confront them 

exist as they engage in diverse coping strategies. These differentiations are de-

scribed next. First, as both ethnic groups engage – in general terms – in distinct live-

lihoods, the vulnerability linked to them would also tend to be different. As mentioned 

before, farming is crucial for the Raramuri people and I have described factors asso-

ciated with mestizo practices that hinder their culturally embedded forms of farming 

and engaging with social networks. As well as the hindering factors mentioned, farm-

ing is hugely dependent on climatic conditions suitable for cultivation and good har-

vest such as regular precipitation, conditions which are increasingly very difficult to 

predict for the population.  

However, Raramuri do engage in an array of economic activities as part of their 

coping strategies when subsistence agriculture –and indeed social protection pro-

grams such as Oportunidades – are not enough to sustain their livelihood. For in-
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stance, Wyndham (2010) has calculated that one third of the male population under 

35 years had to leave their home localities in the Sierra Tarahumara in search of ad-

ditional income performing seasonal jobs in larger mestizo towns.  

The need to search for income opportunities in urban settings has several implica-

tions. Firstly, it is an indication that subsistence farming, benefits from social net-

works and security offered by social protection programs are not sufficient to cover 

basic necessities for the Raramuri population entirely. Second, some of these strat-

egies involving mainly seasonal migration to larger towns and cities necessarily in-

volve contact with mestizos,15 contact that in general is subjected to unequal power 

relations. Hence, Raramuri seasonal migration towards cities and market-based ac-

tivities in the Tarahumara region are largely dependent of the mestizo-dominated 

market structure. Significantly, most of the seasonal migration involves hard physical 

activities. In this way, Raramuri cheap labour force is demanded in the regional agri-

culture industry due in large part to the acknowledgement of their practical know-

ledge concerning farming methods and techniques. So, mestizo middlemen seek 

and demand Raramuri work force that has had past experience working in agricultu-

ral fields.  

To a lesser extent Raramuri people engage in activities such as handicrafts making, 

oriented towards the tourists that visit the Tarahumara region every year. Handicrafts 

produced are sold directly to tourists or in souvenir shops in larger towns. In addition, 

as own fieldwork findings prove in the case of Aboreachi, some Raramuri obtain a 

loan from a wealthy mestizo household to cope with a particular sudden shock. This 

is the case of Cesar Gonzalez, owner of a small government subsidized grocery 

shop, who, in order to keep his small business afloat, has asked for three merchan-

dise credits on different large grocery shops in larger towns owned by mestizos.16 

Cesar often uses one loan to obtain enough money to pay the debt of the other 

loans. Similar examples are often found among those few Raramuri closely engaged 

 

15 One coping strategy that implies lesser intergenerational contact with the mestizo is solidarity networks that are 
practice within the Raramuri such as the teswino network and korima.  
16 Fieldwork notes. 
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with similar commercial activity; they describe a clear case of absent saving ca-

pacity, entangled in a vicious circle causing a continued condition of economic debt.  

In contrast, the mestizo population shows distinct livelihoods and coping strategies. 

For instance, when entering an economic shock they tend to diversify their income 

generating activities. In this way, if a mestizo family owns a small business such as a 

vehicle garage they will begin to sell other related products (e.g. oil and spare me-

chanical parts). In the case of a grocery store, they would normally begin selling pre-

pared food. The emergent complementary commercial activity begins as small in-

vestments responding to the need to face an economic shock and those that are 

successful are likely to be maintained if the strategy represents potential revenues.  

An example of this is the Armendariz family living in Laguna de Aboreachi composed 

of parents, an older son and a young daughter. This family engaged in an array of 

small economic activities, many of which started as coping strategies and now, after 

the passing of shocks have become incorporated into their permanent income sour-

ces. For instance, taking advantage of their home location close to a main road, the 

Armendariz started to sell gasoline in containers as it is a highly demanded service 

due to the lack of gas stations in the area. In time they began to sell vehicle products 

such as engine oil and car parts.  

When the youngest daughter began to attend secondary school her parents decided 

that it is best to register her in the neighbouring town of Guachochi located 50 km 

away, even though Laguna de Aboreachi had a secondary school. The reason for 

this decision was that Guachochi city has a bigger school and perhaps better quality 

of education than the nearer one. This meant that the family began to pay the cost of 

their daughter’s everyday commute. To compensate for this new cost, the mother 

took advantage of the existing gasoline customers and began to sell prepared meals 

in an improvised open kitchen that later on took the form of a successful small res-

taurant. 

With time they have consolidated their emerging business and added a semi-

detached double room at the back of his property where passing visitors can spend 
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the night. Apart from these activities, the family benefits from social protection pro-

grams such as Oportunidades and Procampo and receives their share from the ejido 

profit.  

This case describes how mestizos tend to connect intensively to market-based ac-

tivities in the region. From these economic activities they benefit and their wellbeing 

opportunities are shaped. When the flow of tourists increases, the Armendariz family 

among other mestizo families also increase their economic prospects. However, this 

participation in the regional and national markets can potentially backfire and amplify 

the mestizo’s vulnerability. In recent year’s narcotic smuggling, crimes and violence 

related to drug dealers in the Tarahumara region have caused a sharp decrease in 

tourists in the region and consequently negatively impacted local business and ser-

vices. In this sense, this empirical observation supports findings in Mexico and other 

Latin American countries that indigenous people tend to be less affected by macro-

economic fluctuations, whether positive or negative, because they are less inte-

grated in the market (Hall and Patrinos, 2006). So indigenous poverty rates climbed 

less rapidly during crises, but also recovered more slowly, in comparison to the non-

indigenous. 

Diversification of economic options closely linked to market economy is quite visible 

among mestizos and constitutes a crucial difference in economic behaviour between 

both ethnic groups. It is a crucial difference in two ways; firstly because mestizos 

would generally tend to have greater economic capacity to invest in small commer-

cial endeavours even in time of shortage than the Raramuri population. Secondly, 

coping strategies of the mestizo have the larger objective to increase monetary and 

material accumulation, while their indigenous counterparts’ coping strategies are ori-

ented to deal with a particular shock that complements their subsistence and allow 

the safeguarding of their livelihood.  

5. Final considerations 

This paper presents an empirical case study of one indigenous group that is being 

subjected to forms of persistent inequality and ethno-political oppression. In this light 

two qualitative dimensions of Raramuri wellbeing; (i) importance of farming and (ii) 
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being part of social networks, were analysed arguing that they are hindered by un-

equal social, economic and political interactions between the Raramuri and the mes-

tizo. These dimensions evidence the differences between mestizos and Raramuri in 

the sense that for the latter the search for wellbeing is harnessed with the adaptation 

of livelihood strategies such as self-consumption agriculture; communal rather than 

individual ownership of means of production; social systems based heavily on kin 

relations and the practice of culturally-embedded forms of sharing and reciprocal 

exchange (such the teswuino gatherings in the case of the Raramuri) which entails 

collective returns rather than focalizing on individual accumulation. In doing so, they 

reinforce their identity and self-definition (Green, 2006).  

I have argued that the inter-ethnic relations among mestizos and Raramuri people 

imply asymmetric power relations that can hinder Raramuri dimensions in several 

ways. I describe three: land conflicts, the institutional arrangements of the ejido, and 

differentiated vulnerabilities.  

Through these arguments it can be claimed that the Raramuri population lacks politi-

cal capacity and effective agency to balance unequal power relations from mestizos 

and wider national society. And at the same time, as many inter-ethnic power rela-

tions are expressed through economic exchange, the Raramuri collective choice of 

defying complete market integration by engaging with subsistence agriculture can be 

understood as a strategy not only to preserve ethnic identity but also to gain agency 

over possible negative effects implied on market participation.  

Finally, it can be argued the need to consider a multi-dimensional wellbeing ap-

proach to coherently understand poverty and inequality dynamics of among groups, 

in order to make visible how unequal conditions of living persist describing ethnic 

differences. In this sense, this paper supports the much-needed approach of focus-

ing on how unequal distribution results from inter/intra-ethnic interactions and pro-

cesses that reproduce inequality (McGregor, Mckay and Velazco, 2007).  
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