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Abstract. The role of coffee in the land use patterns and decisions of eastern Chiapas looms as a key ingredient 
in the social and political relations of this conflicted area. Data from the municipios of Ocosingo, Altamirano, and 
Las Margaritas - three districts generally associated with the January 1994 uprising - reveal similarities and distinct 
differences in land use patterns involving coffee. The introduction and spread of coffee, as well as the market and 
production changes related to this export-oriented sector can be linked to the colonists who settled this remote region 
over the past several decades. The dynamics between grassroots campesino producer organizations and the state's 
now-defunct National Coffee Institute (INMECAFE) helped set the stage for the economic challenges that fell full force 
upon the residents in the area in 1994 and beyond. 
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Introduction 

This paper examines the history of land use of coffee in 
the eastern portion of the Mexican state of Chiapas. Land 
use patterns have long been a domain of great concern 
to geographers, rural sociologists, and other researchers 
concerned with shifting trends in human-environment 
relations, as well as the various consequences arising from 
landscape changes. As studies evolve toward a more inter- 
disciplinary analysis, rural patterns and changes receive 
scrutiny from various fields. Agriculture's resonance and 
role within the natural environment is beginning to draw 
the attentive ear of environmentalists, field ecologists, and 
conservation biologists. While this study concentrates on 
land use in and around the Ocosingo Valley of Chiapas, 
it can help to make connections to broader processes. Its 
centerpiece showcases the perennial cash crop coffee, a 
commodity that has gained importance within the area in 
recent decades. Coffee, moreover, ranks as an important 
variable in the zone's political equations. Inasmuch as its 
history in eastern Chiapas relates to the armed conflict 
that shook this southernmost Mexican state and points 
beyond in January 1994 (Parra et al. 1994; Hernandez 
1994; Guillermoprieto 1995), this study addresses a 
portion of the undercarriage that propelled the indige- 
nous population of this 'backwater' region on a fast-track 
trajectory, placing Chiapas upon the Mexican agenda 
and the international stage. Understanding the particu- 

lars of coffee's history can illuminate other aspects of this 
puzzling region. 

The paper is organized in three general sections. The 
first examines coffee production at the level of the state 
of Chiapas, providing a context within which to locate 
the more detailed and geographically focused information 
that follows. The second section concentrates upon the 
Ocosingo Valley area, relying upon census data and other 
information from the three municipios of Altamirano, Las 
Margaritas, and Ocosingo. This section and the third focus 
specifically upon coffee production in eastern Chiapas. 
The final part examines some of the physical characteris- 
tics of coffee lands in the study area, and presents the paths 
producers have taken to develop the specific agroecolog- 
ical profile cast by coffee in this region. Also addressed 
is the role the Mexican Coffee Institute played in the 
modernization of certain areas within eastern Chiapas, 
and how changes in international coffee prices can affect 
local players in an unpredictable industry. 

One of stiffest challenges to teasing out the land 
use history and the socioeconomic consequences of that 
history derives from the paucity of data on the Ocosingo- 
Altamirano-Las Margaritas area. From the standpoint of 
true government effort or international aid, the region 
qualifies as a neglected zone within a backwater state.1 

Academic attention has been scant. Moreover, the interest 
generated in the Lacandon forest to the east by a phalanx of 
Mexican and foreign researchers and nongovernmental 


































