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E
lections were held recently to designate the member countries for United Nations working commis-

sions. For Mexico and our North American neighbors, the decisions about which countries were to

be part of the Commission on Human Rights and the UN International Narcotics Control Board were

particularly important.

Surprisingly, the United States was not elected to either of these two commissions. There are two proba-

ble explanations for this. The first is that this is the result of the U.S.’s lukewarm attitude in everything regard-

ing the United Nations, reflected in the fact that the new administration has not yet named its ambassador

to the General Assembly (who will very probably be John Negroponte, former U.S. ambassador to Mexico).

The U.S. government trusted too much in its allies and did not even take the trouble to negotiate their sup-

port in this case.

The second probable explanation is more profound and is related to the clear anger on the part of the U.S.’s

European allies, Russia and China. In the first place, they are clearly very unhappy with the U.S.’s unilateral,

arrogant actions, particularly with regard to the world's next 30 years of nuclear security. They are also dis-

pleased with the U.S. refusal to support the Kyoto Protocol, which regulates the carbon emissions into the

atmosphere that are responsible for global warming. Although not all the European countries have yet ratified

it, they still blame the United States for the protocol’s non-application. There is also increasing irritation among

the world community with the U.S. government for its reticence to sign the treaty to create the International

Criminal Court. At the same time, while outlawing capital punishment is now a condition for European Union

membership, President Bush has distinguished himself as a defender of the measure in many different fora.

Seemingly, it was a combination of all these factors that led to teaching the U.S. a lesson, with such unfor-

tunate results for the United States. The lesson: the multi-polar world of today is not willing to just forgive

and forget, not even with the only surviving world superpower. The unfortunate outcome for the world com-

munity could lie in the consequences that the U.S. absence from two such internationally important com-

missions could have.

Two scenarios are possible: in the first, if the U.S. decides to take its revenge, it could opt for unilateral action,

ignoring the United Nations, and for stopping payment on its UN debt, in a clear challenge to the international

community, that would have grave consequences for the viability and possibilities for the organization’s action.

The other alternative is that the United States take on board the implications of its allies’ discontent and try to

build a new consensus to legitimize its positions. Undoubtedly, this last scenario is the less probable one, but it

would also be the most beneficial in today’s international context.

*   *   *

Women are acquiring more and more importance in political activity in Mexico. María del Carmen Alanis

explores this issue in her contribution to our “Politics” section. Alanis points to the fundamental role women

played in last year’s federal elections and their important contribution to the consolidation of our democracy.

However, she also notes that despite certain advances in gender equality in politics, women’s participation in

important elected posts is still at a minimum. She suggests the need to promote a political culture that takes

gender equality as one of its fundamental points if we really want to have an important impact among women. 

OUR VOICE
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Also in “Politics”, we present our readers with a contribution from international relations expert Alonso

Gómez-Robledo, who makes a profound analysis of the general principles guiding Mexican foreign policy and

the importance of their having been elevated to a constitutional level in 1988. Gómez-Robledo reviews each

of these principles, and he looks at the different interpretations that each has been subjected to in international

law and their underlying ideological and geopolitical interests. 

We close this section with an article by Tanius Karam about another of the political actors that have had

an important impact on society at the turn of the century in Mexico: alternative positions in the Catholic

Church, represented above all by the Christian base communities and liberation theology. Karam describes

how today, when politics has “gone to the right,” the movement has lost ground and influence with regard to

the space it occupied from the 1960s to the 1980s. He also says, however, that, far from disappearing, the mo -

vement is still alive since clearly the conditions that gave rise to it continue to exist, as shown by the Zapatista

uprising in Chiapas.

With these contributions, Voices of Mexico continues its practice of analyzing the role of new political and

social actors in Mexico at the beginning of the millennium. That is why we have also included in our “North

Ame rican Affairs” section an article by John Dickson, which looks at the important contribution that we must

expect from academia in our three nations for understanding the new situation created by globalization and the

ex pansion of international free trade. Dickson introduces the issue of the viability of a Free Trade Area for the Ame -

ricas (FTAA) by 2005, one of the priorities in the discussions and accords at the recent Quebec Summit and

shares his thoughts on the political significance of the anti-globalization protests.

We have dedicated our “Science, Art and Culture” section to painters Olga Costa and José Chávez Morado,

who made their home in the city of Guanajuato where they had fruitful lives as artists and promoters of art and

culture. José Chávez Morado, born in Silao, Guanajuato, is one of Mexico’s outstanding painters, committed

not only to his art, but also to his political and social convictions. Carlos Magdaleno has contributed to this

issue with his personal, intimate view of the life and work of Olga Costa, whom Carlos Mérida defined as “the

white angel of Mexican painting.” This section also includes a brief description of the next International

Cervantes Festival, which for 29 years has been celebrated in the city of Guanajuato. Lastly, Juan Marcial’s arti-

cle “Popocatépetl. Living in Danger” reminds us of the perils of living in the shadow of a volcano.

Micro- and small businessmen and women will undoubtedly play an important role in the Mexican econ-

omy in the early part of this century. Traditionally, this sector has contributed the majority of jobs in the econo-

my and a high percentage of the creation of wealth. In our “Economy” section, Enrique Pino looks into the

obstacles that micro- and small companies have confronted in getting credit, training and access to new tech-

nology. He also looks at the new Mexican administration’s policies with regard to them: the Fox program of

supporting “hole-in-the-wall” businesses, says the author, will undoubtedly foster this sector’s dynamism to a cer-

tain extent, but by no means is it sufficient nor does it correspond to its importance in the nation’s economy.

Mexican taxi drivers are seen as true ethnographers and political analysts of the society in which they live

by U.S. author Kathy Taylor. In a delightful article for our “Society” section, Taylor describes how her original

project of doing an ethnographical study of Mexican taxi drivers became a work of literature full of anecdotes

and reflections on Mexican culture from the point of view of taxi drivers. Taylor’s article makes us want to

read her novel, published both in English and in Spanish, Through the Rearview Mirror/Por el espejo retrovisor.

“Society” also includes Jesús Rodríguez Zepeda’s article about one of the most difficult and complex prob-

lems facing Mexico today: discrimination. Rodríguez maintains that discrimination, far from decreasing, has

reached unprecedented levels in contemporary Mexico. One of the reasons is that Mexican legislation does

not contain clear and precise wording on the question, but only vague considerations that give rise to differ-
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ent interpretations and therefore an evasion of responsibility. Until there is a political culture of equality and

legislation that specifies what constitutes discrimination and the corresponding sanctions, it will be very dif-

ficult to combat. One strategy could be the design of affirmative action policies such as those that resulted

from the civil rights movement in the 1960s and 1970s in the United States.

Luz María Valdés has written a revealing article for the “Mexico-U.S. Affairs” section about another impor-

tant social actor in North America: migrants. She specifically looks at the migration from the state of Puebla

to New York. People from Puebla, poblanos, according to Valdés’ field research, have been able to successfully

incorporate themselves into productive life in the Big Apple. They are already the largest group of Mexican

migrants in New York with impressive networks of family contacts there that facilitate newcomers getting jobs

when they arrive.

Kelly O’Donnell has contributed a well documented article to “Canadian Issues” about the trend toward

neo-conservatism in Canadian politics that has already affected two of the main provinces, Alberta and

Ontario. The prime ministers of both are a clear jump toward the right from traditional Canadian centrist ide-

ology. O’Donnell describes how these politicians have achieved great popularity, among other things, because

of their neo-populist style and their images as “ordinary guys.” This strategy has functioned much better for

the charismatic Ralph Klein in Alberta, recently reelected for a new term, than for Mike Harris in Ontario,

who has been severely criticized by the opposition. 

“The Splendor of Mexico” section takes us this time to the city of Guanajuato. Aurora Jáuregui de

Cervantes takes us for a brief trip down through the past of this colonial mining city, an almost inexhaustible

source of wealth and witness to important events for the nation’s history, whose original underground street,

whimsical urban layout and architectural beauty have merited its being declared a World Heritage Treasure.

The article “The Delights of Guanajuato” tells us briefly about Mexican confectionery, which is fighting to

preserve its identity at the same time that it must adapt to the demands of modernity. We have also dedicat-

ed several pages to the world of ceramics in Guanajuato, that takes us back to both pre-Hispanic and colo-

nial times, a world whose techniques have been handed down to us to produce pieces that can be classified

as works of art.

Guanajuato is home to many museums. We have included two of them in this issue: the People’s Museum

of Guanajuato and the Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado Art Museum. Both are housed in outstanding exam-

ples of local architecture and are committed to the promotion of art and culture in the city.

Our “Ecology” section consists of an article by Gerardo Vázquez Marrufo about Guanajuato state’s Santa

Rosa Mountains, whose importance as a center of biological diversity was recognized from the times of von

Humboldt, but which only now are being systematically studied with an eye to their conservation.

Mexico City, an archipelago of many cities –its neighborhoods, old and new–, the great creator of night-

mares and dreams in third dimension. One author who has succumbed to the temptation of narrating the city

is Luis Miguel Aguilar, from whose short story “Nuevos tipos mexicanos” (New Mexican Types) we publish

two fragments that accompany the second part of Lauro Zavala’s essay about urban narrative in Mexico.

Without a doubt, the name Román Piña Chan will always be associated with contemporary archaeological

research. Piña Chan’s contributions have benefitted entire generations of scholars. In an article by anthro-

pologist Joel Santos Ramírez, Voices of Mexico pays homage in our “In Memoriam” section to this member of

a generation of great archaeologists who began to emerge in the 1920s.

Paz Consuelo Márquez Padilla

Director of CISAN
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W
ithout a doubt, the success -
ful organization of the most
recent federal elections was

a definitive step toward the consolida-
tion of democracy in Mex ico, particu-
larly with regard to the public’s trust in
elections. And, I am entirely convinced
that its success is due in great part to
women’s committed political efforts.1

On July 2, great numbers of women
participated in the most diverse ways:
as polling booth officials, party repre-
sentatives at polling booths, electoral
observers, electoral officials and coun -
 cilors in all levels of electoral councils
and, of course, as candidates and vot-

ers (we might note, however, that we
did take one step backward in that no
woman ran for president in this race).

This could lead us to believe —erro -
 neously— that, in addition to other de  m -
ocratic objectives reached, im portant
advances had been made with regard
to gender equality in political partici-
pation. This would be even more the
case if we take into consideration the
November 22, 1996 electoral reform
which stipulated that:

National political parties will in clude

in their by-laws the stipulation that the

number of candidacies for deputies and

senators filled by a single gender will

not exceed 70 percent and that they

will promote greater political participa-

tion of women.2

And women’s candidacies grew from
25.4 percent in 1997 to 33.4 per cent
in 2000. The Social Demo cracy Party
(PDS) registered the greatest number
of women hopefuls (40.4 percent) and
the Party of the De mo cratic Center
(PCD), the fewest (30.25 percent).

However, paradoxically, the number
of women actually elected to the Fifty-
eighth Congress dropped from 18.8
percent in 1997 to 17.2 percent (that
is, in the Chamber of Deputies, there
are only 86 women, compared to 414
men).3 In the Senate, only 17.2 per-
cent of the seats are held by women
(22 out of 128). In absolute numbers,
there are 8 fewer women legislators
than in the Fifty-seventh Congress.

Internal organization of the Cham -
ber of Deputies follows suit: of 40 reg-

Women and Politics
María del Carmen Alanis Figueroa*

* Executive director in charge of electoral
training and civic education, Federal Elec -
toral Institute.
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ular commissions, only five (12.5 per-
cent) are presided over by women: Atten   -
tion to Vulnerable Groups; Health;
Science and Technology; Equity and
Gender; and Population, Borders and
Migration.

Of the Senate’s 49 commissions,
only 11 are headed up by women: In -
di genous Affairs; Social Develop ment;
Equity and Gender; Youth and Sports;
Environment, Natural Re sources and
Fishing; Agrarian Reform; Par lia men -
tary Rules and Practices; Foreign Re la -

tions for North America; Foreign Rela tions
for Latin America and the Ca  rib bean;
Foreign Relations for the Asian Pacific
Region; and Foreign Relations for
Europe and Africa.

This contradiction between having
a greater number of female candidates
and a smaller number of women actu-
ally elected is due to the fact that
most parties applied the letter, but not
the spirit of the law. They relegated
women to secondary positions such as
the candidacy for alternate (in the
case of deputies elected by absolute
majority) and the last places on the
lists for proportional representation.
Worse than that, they did not fulfill their
own by-law requirements that demand
that they effectively promote women’s
political participation in public deci-
sion-making through greater access to
elected positions.

Despite this, however, we should
point to women’s enormous political res -
 ponsi bility in organizing and monitor-
ing the 2000 federal elections.

Women made up 51.68 percent of
all registered voters and 51.75 percent
of the final voters’ list for the July 2
elections.4

More women than men acted as
polling booth officials after all propos-
als had been drawn by lottery from the
registered voters’ list. Of the 452,125
people who monitored voting and

counted the votes at the 113,405 polling
stations nationwide, 240,998 (53.3
percent) were women and 211,127
(46.7 percent) were men.

We should point out, however, that
women are under-represented among
the Federal Electoral Institute’s (IFE)
leadership bodies and operational
executives. This is clearest in the make-
up of its General Council, composed
of eight men and only one woman, each
with full voting and speaking rights. In
the lower decision-making bodies,
1,319 (66.21 percent) of the electoral
councilors were men, and 673 (33.79
percent), women, out of a total of 1,992.
Of the IFE’s six Executive Depart ments,
only one (16.6 percent) is headed up
by a woman (for the moment, another
is temporarily headed by a woman,
but under the title of “office head”). Of
the 1,660 officers of Local and District

Councils on July 2, 1,424 (85.78 per-
cent) were men and only 236 (14.22
percent), women.

A total of 38,433 Mexican citizens
participated as electoral observers, of
which 21,606 (56.21 percent) were men
and 16,827 (43.78 percent) were women.
Among the 860 foreign observers reg-
istered with the IFE, 586 (68.13 per-
cent) were men and 274 (31.86 percent)
were women, indicating that elec toral
gender inequality is also a concern in
other countries.

The Reforma newspaper put voter
participation at 63.9 percent, of which
48 percent were women and 52 per-
cent, men.5

I think that the underlying basis of
this brief review of women’s electoral
participation is our level of political
culture. Let me explain. In my opin-
ion, there is still a deeply rooted —and
erroneous— understanding that women
are less effective in performing public
functions.

In any case, I think it is very im -
portant to look further into the conse-
quences that this step backward in
gender equality could have for women’s
social and political interests with
regard to their participation in formal
politics. And I use the expression “for-
mal politics” intentionally because
women’s political participation is not
limited to attaining public office or
participating in elections, nor is the
struggle for their equality restricted to
the political sphere.

The figures show what many polit-
ical analysts and studies done from a
gender perspective had already uncov -
ered: that women’s participation in
public decision-making bodies does
not correspond to their level of effec-
tive overall participation in political
activities.
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The July 2 election results —so
transcendental for the democratic life
of the country in general— are not
quite so positive if looked at from the
vantage point of gender equity. The 86
women deputies and 22 women sena-
tors in the Fifty-eighth Congress are
by no means proportional to the 51.68
percent of women registered to vote.
Nor does their number correspond to
the proportion of women who un doub t -
edly sympathize with and are active
in political parties, working very hard
during the campaigns and on election
day as party representatives at both
polling stations and the IFE’s councils.
Much less does it correspond with the
spirit and intention of the law foster-
ing gender equity.

Innumerable studies have already
been done about the relationship be -
tween advances in gender equality in
legal and political regulations, legal
bodies and political parties’ founding
documents and the real levels of equal -
ity in society.

It is true that legal recognition of
gender equality and its explicit ex -
pres sion in the Constitution and many
pieces of legislation are a positive sym p -
tom of the perception by certain social
groups (generally an elite like academ -
ics, party leaders, independent profes-
sionals and some sectors of govern-
ment) who have the duty to propitiate
women’s political equality. This equal-
ity is understood as equal opportuni-
ties, autonomy and prestige. An exam-
ple of this can be found in the recent
National Women’s Institute Law,6 which
stipulates that the institute shall pro-
mote, coordinate, execute and follow
up on actions and programs designed to
guarantee equal opportunities to women
in legal matters and in the country’s
political, cultural, economic and social

life. Among its tasks will be the foster-
ing and strengthening of public, gov-
ernmental and social policies that make
non-discrimination and equal treatment
for the sexes possible.

To that end, the law posits the im -
portance of stimulating a culture of
non-violence toward women, as well
as the promotion and supervision of
compliance with international treaties
aimed at protecting women and fos-
tering their development, as well as
encouraging every part of the federal

administration to include a gender pers -
pective in all their programs. However,
this is not enough.

If we compare the formal expres-
sion of gender equality in the law and
political bodies with the specific indi-
cators of inequality on a social and cul -
tural level, we will be faced with a rather
pessimistic panorama. The spirit and
intention of the law is not even re -
motely reflected in real relationships
in society.

Suffice it to point out that in the
new president’s cabinet, only three
ministers (16.67 percent) are women
(tourism, social development and agra -
rian reform). In addition to the afore-
mentioned dearth of women in the fe d -
eral Congress, the situation is no bet ter
—rather, it is even worse— in the case
of women’s participation on a state and
municipal level. According to the Na -

tio nal Women’s Commission (Conmu -
jer), today, only 115 out of 2,487 of
the country’s mayors are women (an
insignificant 4.6 percent). Of the coun -
try’s 2,167 síndicos (a kind of city mana -
ger),7 only 107 (barely 4.94 percent)
are women, and of Mexico’s 14,692
city councilpersons, 2,474 (16.84 per-
cent) are women.

State legislatures follow the same
pattern: of the 1,113 state deputies in
the 32 local legislatures, 954 (85.7
percent) are men and only 159 (14.3

percent) are women. The one with the
best ratio is Mexico City’s Federal
District, whose Legislative Assembly
has 18 women (27.3 percent) and 48
men, followed by the states of Tlax ca -
la, with 25 percent women deputies;
Yucatán, with 24 percent; Sinaloa, with
22.5 percent; and Chihuahua, with 21.2
percent.

In the other 27 state legislatures,
fewer than 20 percent of the deputies
are women. Of all 745 state congres-
sional commissions, only 14 percent
are headed up by women, many of
whom, obviously, lead commissions in
charge of gender and equity issues,
family care, childhood, youth, senior
citizens and the physically challenged.
To cite a few examples, in Durango, no
legislative commission is headed up by
a woman, whereas in Aguasca lien tes,
only the Style Commission is lead by
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a woman. A certain qualitative differ-
ence is the case of Campeche, where
a woman heads the Industrial Develop -
 ment, Economy and Tourism Com -
mission.

I think that the underlying reasons
for this unequal participation of women
in what is called “formal politics” are
the cultural perceptions that in Mex -
ico continue to reinforce clearly unequal
patterns of imaginary representation
between the genders.

For that reason, it is absolutely nec-
essary to reinforce cultural policy —as

the IFE has done with its strategic
lines of action and annual programs—
if we want to help change women’s
political participation in national deci-
sion making.

The IFE has included among its prin -
ciples and long- and medium-range
objectives the design of strategies for
civic education that imply the dissem-
ination of the appreciation and under-
standing of democratic values, practices
and institutions among the gen eral
pu blic. As part of this task, one insti-
tutional priority is fostering citizens’
participation with strict res pect for the
legal framework; peaceful by nature,
divorced from any form of violence;
free, not subject to any form of pres-
sure or impositions from without, and
therefore the product of individuals’
self-determination to be come involved
in public matters; informed (which im -
plies a minimum, objective familiarity

with the issues, their implications and
the context in which their participation
takes place); and responsible, in the
sense that concrete actions make pos-
sible the conciliation of individual in -
terests with those of the general good.

The IFE takes particular care to im -
print a gender perspective in the design
of the content and materials for its civic
educational programs, regardless of the
public at which they are aimed, be it
children, young people, marginalized
sectors, politically vulnerable groups
or people with limitations in democra-

tic political culture. Beyond this, we
have also as signed ourselves the task
of designing civic educational and dis-
semination programs on democratic
political culture specifically for women.

We have commissioned specialists
to do research projects on the state of
democratic culture in general and so -
ciety’s perception of women’s political
participation in particular in order to
design these programs. One such study
is “Citizens and Demo cratic Culture
in Mexico,” by Yolanda Meye n berg and
Julia Flores of the National Autono -
mous University of Mexico Institute
for Social Research; another is “Women
and Policy: Ba lance Sheet and Per -
s pectives,” by Autonomous Metro poli -
tan University researcher Anna María
Fernández Poncela.

Among their conclusions, Meyen -
berg and Flores state that, in effect,
there is a slightly lower level of politi-

cal socialization on the part of women
than of men. According to Fernández
Poncela, however, the degree of inter-
est and involvement in politics is sim-
ilarly and equally low among both.
She also says that the truly important
indicator for political participation is
schooling levels, since greater educa-
tion corresponds to higher interest and
vice versa.

These studies also lead us to con-
clude that, socially speaking, people
perceive men as better qualified for
political posts, although this percep-
tion is less pronounced among young
people.

When Flores and Meyenberg asked
people, “Who do you think is better
qualified to be the president of Mex -
ico?” only 14.2 percent said women.
Of those surveyed, 37.3 percent res -
ponded that men were; 37.3 percent
said either; and 11.2 percent said they
did not know.

Perhaps the most worrying thing
about these figures is that some women
also share these perceptions, which
could lead us to conclude that per-
haps, some of them are less socialized
to and interested in politics, have less
information and participate less in orga -
nizations of all kinds. This is a serious
matter given that women make up
51.71 percent of registered voters, or
over 31 million adults.

What is clear to us at the IFE after
reviewing these research results is that
in terms of political culture and social
practices, a serious lack of in formation
has a negative effect on women’s polit-
ical participation. For that reason, one
of the main challen ges we face in civic
education is having an impact on polit-
ical culture and even on some institu-
tional policies in order to foster in creased
women’s political participation, not only
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quantitatively, but particularly qualita-
tively. That is why the IFE includes in
its strategy the idea of becoming a
space for different institutions and pu b -
lic, social and private organizations in -
terested in providing information, de -
signing and developing programs for
women about their rights and obliga-
tions in a democratic political system
to come together and reflect on how to
do that.

The aim is to establish a common
agenda that will aid in creating a de m -
ocratic political culture with gender
equality, that will propitiate a faster
transformation of the legal and politi-
cal precepts contained in our Consti tu -
tion, legislation and treaties, conven tions
and other international instruments
that Mexico has signed8 into a reality
of the social relations between men

and women. We must recognize that
women are social actors with their own
interests, needs and specific demands
and that, therefore, this agenda must
include all the social phenomena that
involve women, with a priority on those
directly linked to their condition as
women, among others, reproductive
health, intra-family violence, the access
to health, education, employment and
wages similar to those of men and, of
course, effective access to the exercise
of political power.

NOTES

1 I would like to thank Cecilia Tapia Mayans,
Susana Garaiz Flores and Diego Bugeda
Bernal for their invaluable help in gathering
and systematizing the information used in
this article.

2 Código Federal de Instituciones y Procedi mien -
 tos Electorales (Cofipe), Article 22 (Mexico
City: IFE, 1996).

3 Interview with the Chamber of Deputies
Press Office, 9 January 2001.

4 The final voters’ list is made up of all those
registered voters who picked up their voter
registration cards. [Translator’s Note.]

5 Reforma (Mexico City), 3 July 2000, p. 8.

6 Diario Oficial de la Federación (Mexico City),
12 January 2001.

7 Síndicos are elected officials who work under
the mayor in different executive capacities that
vary from town to town. They may be mem-
bers of the opposition since they are not elect-
ed as part of a slate with the mayor.

8 I am referring specifically to the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrim i -
nation Against Women and the Platform of
Action that came out of the Fourth World Con -
ference on Women held in Beijing in 1996.
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Elevating Foreign Policy Principles
To the Constitutional Level

Alonso Gómez-Robledo Verduzco*

Mexico cannot give itself the luxury of a foreign 

policy that bends to the circumstances of the moment, 

a mere glittery garment, ready to be put on or taken 

off as the momentary needs of this or that passing 

political situation dictate.

In Mexico, the Senate approves overall foreign policy guidelines.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1988, Mexico’s Constitution was
amended to include the guiding prin-
ciples that the president must use to
develop foreign policy:

• Non-intervention;
• Self-determination of peoples;
• Peaceful solution of disputes;
• Banning the use of threats or force

in international relations;
• The legal equality of states;
• International cooperation for devel-

opment;
• The fight for international peace

and security.1

The first question we have to ask our -
selves is if there was a real need to amend
the Constitution to expressly include
these foreign policy principles. At first
glance, there does not seem to be a real
need because these principles are in -
cluded in a multitude of international
instruments that Mexico has signed,
approved, ratified or adhered to. Suf -
fice it to mention Mexico’s ratifica-
tion of the United Nations Charter
on November 7,1945, and of the Orga -
nization of Amer     ican States Charter
on No vem ber 23, 1948.2 The guide-
lines of our foreign policy are express-
ly stated in the principles, proposals
and objectives of both these charters.
In addition, they are also delineated in
one form or another, clear ly, precisely
and legally unquestio nably, through-
out the chapters referring to the rights
and obligations of member states.

According to article 133 of our own
Constitution, both these charters are
international treaties approved by the

Senate and, therefore, “the su preme law
of the land.” We also cannot deny that
the guiding principles established in
Article 89, Fraction X of our Cons ti tu -
tion are part of “international com mon
law,” that is, the law that is obligatory for
all nations, regardless of international
treaties, pacts, accords or conventions.

Now, if we review the precept about
foreign policy guidelines that has been
amended, we cannot know if it is a mere
enunciation of the guidelines or if it

purports to be an exhaustive list. This
could cause delicate problems of con-
stitutional and international policy in
the future, which would undoubtedly
lead to a restatement of “new princi-
ples” and, therefore, new and proble -
matic consti tutional reforms. However,
possibly its greatest merit is elevating
our foreign policy guidelines to a con-
stitutional level, which makes for their
greater dissemination, a greater under -
 standing of their significance and
breadth and compels a more careful
analysis of them, both from the point
of view of legal theory and that of po -
litical practice.3

OUR FOREIGN POLICY GUIDELINES

I. Non-interventionism

Non-intervention is a principle of inter -
national common law. However, the

extremely multifaceted nature of in ter -
vention in international relations means
that respect for this principle is very
random. According to The Hague Inter -
national Court of Justice 1986 decision,
the existence of the principle of non-
intervention in the opinion juris of states
is fundamentally based on well estab-
lished and significant international prac -
tice. This principle can be understood
as a co rollary of the principle of sov-
ereign equality of states.4 The interven -

tion prohibited must, therefore, affect
issues or matters about which the prin -
ciple of sovereignty of the states allows
each of them to decide upon with abso -
lute freedom. Concretely, says the court,
this freedom is reflected in the free
determination of each state’s political,
economic, social and cultural system
and the formulation of its foreign pol-
icy. Therefore, all states must abstain
from applying, fostering or causing
the use of economic, political or other
mea sures to force another state to
subordinate the exercise of its sover-
eign rights in order to obtain any kind
of advantage or benefit; they must
also abstain from organizing, aiding,
fostering, fi nanc ing, provoking or tol-
erating armed, subversive or terrorist
acti vities aiming to violently change
the regimen of another state; and they
must abstain from attempting to in -
tervene in the internal struggles of
any other state.5

* Researcher at the UNAM Institute for
Legal Research.
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II. The Self-Determination of Peoples

Most international doctrine and juris -
prudence agrees that the notion of self-
determination became a key princi -
p le of contemporary international law
when the United Nations Charter was
adopted.

One of the UN’s aims is “To develop
friendly relations among nations based

on respect for the principle of equal
rights and self-determination of peo-
ples” (Article 2, Paragraph 2).

Article 55 of the charter stipulates,
“With a view to the creation of condi-
tions of stability and well-being which
are necessary for peaceful and friend-
ly relations among nations based on
respect for the principle of equal rights
and self-determination of peoples, the
United Nations shall promote: a) high-
er standards of living...b)solutions of
international economic, social, health
and related problems... [and] c) uni-
versal respect for, and observance of,
human rights.”

Resolution 1514 (XV) adopted by the
UN General Assembly in 1960 is con-
sidered the true basis for the decolo-
nization process that would give rise
to the creation of numerous states that
would, in turn, gradually become part
of the international organization itself.
It should be recognized that this “De c -
laration on the Granting of Indepen -
dence to Co lonial Nations and Peo -

ples,” initially proposed by Nikita
Khrush chev, was insufficient for these
peoples to achieve self-determination,
a principle universally accepted as
obligatory under international law.
However, we must also recognize that
subsequent juridical evolution made
it possible to situate this right on the
same plane as other principles, such
as the prohibition of aggression or

that of the peaceful solution of con-
troversies. International history and
practice would be responsible for giv-
ing the principle its full legal value,
parallel to its undoubted political va l -
ue as a democratic ideal. 

However, none of the UN’s many
resolutions and declarations includes
a precise definition or a single conno-
tation about what should be under-
stood by the word “people.” The main
reason seems to be that this right to
self-determination is not linked to the
particular characteristics of a collec-
tive body, but to the concrete situa-
tion in which that body finds itself. In
that sense, the “peoples” who may
enjoy this right would be those who
are subject to foreign domination or
exploitation.

Here arises another, related prob-
lem: the phenomenon of secession, par -
ticularly grave in the case of new states,
which frequently involves a very het-
erogeneous population and a political
power whose effectiveness is weak or

non-existent. It is not difficult to un -
derstand that a well-rooted, consolidat-
ed people, with a thousand-year-long
history, strong both internally and ex -
ternally, could, in a concrete case, tol-
erate the secession of an ethnic group
that has not assimilated to the rest of
society. But the consequences would
be quite different in the case of states
composed of 20 or 30 different ethnic
groups that may be hostile to each
other. In this case, if the state allows
the se cession of one group, it runs the
imminent risk of being swept up in
a secessionist whirlwind that would
soon con demn it to disappear alto-
gether. Un doubtedly, the right to self-
determination put into prac tice by “peo -
ples” integrated in a sovereign state
questions and, therefore, endangers,
a real or supposed national unity and
territorial integrity.

According to several UN resolutions,
a people subjected to the domination
of a foreign power has the right to be -
come independent. But, these same
resolutions also include the idea that
said “domination” would not exist if the
state in question had a government re p -
resentative [sic] of the whole of the
people under its rule. It is here, pre-
cisely, that the ambiguities, contradic-
tions and fluctuations involved in this
controversial, ticklish issue of self-de -
termination become clear.6

Regardless of this, diplomatic prac -
tice shows that a given “people” with
a sufficiently structured organization
to be capable of autonomous interna-
tional action and broad recognition in
the international community, can and
must be considered an international
actor, based fundamentally on the prin -
ciple of effectiveness.

If we examine United Nations prac -
tice, we could think that it has adopted
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the idea according to which self-deter -
mination should be considered an anti-
colonialist and anti-racist principle or
a principle of liberty as opposed to the
oppression of a foreign state. Never -
theless, this same practice would also
seem to indicate that the principle of
“self-determination of peoples” does
not include or cover the rights of mino r -
ities and nationalities that inhabit a
single sovereign state.

In this last sense, I have said that
the principle of territorial integrity of
states plays a fundamental role, since
it constitutes a kind of barrier that the
principle of self-determination can-
not ignore, barring those exceptional
cases of colonial domination or of a
racist go vernment. Never theless, the
pro cess of decolonization produced
the formation of many new states,
most of which were immersed in
absolutely dramatic under develop -
ment. These states’ internatio nal
action, particularly in the UN Gen eral
Assembly itself, would give birth to
“International De velop ment Law,”
with an eye to achiev  ing economic
and cultu ral in de pendence along with
the already com  pleted political inde-
pendence; in other words, with an
eye to building a new international
eco nomic order.7

Throughout its history, Mexico has
proclaimed the right of peoples to self-
determination, and, without a doubt,
this is one of the principles that has
guided its foreign policy. In addition,
it has signed and ratified very impor-
tant international conventions in which
this principle is stipulated, such as
the In ter national Pact of Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights and the
International Pact on Civil and Po li -
tical Rights of 1966, le gally binding for
Mexico since 1981.

III. The Peaceful Solution 
Of Controversies

This principle is part of most interna-
tional instruments regarding the main-
tenance of peace and security. States
are obliged to solve their international
controversies by peaceful means. To
escape this obligation, they can claim
that the conflict they are facing —that

may have led to the use of force— does
not constitute a “dispute,”8 or they may
even admit that there is a controversy,
but that it does not constitute an inter-
national controversy.

This principle predates the prohibi-
tion of the use of force. It was under
this principle of seeking peaceful solu-
tions that The Hague Con ven tion of
1907 was signed, with the idea of pre-
venting the use of force in internation-
al relations as far as possible.

In international law, all the proce-
dures for the solution of controversies
are “voluntary measures.” In that sense,
we can point to a contradiction between
the general obligation to solve contro-
versies and the eminently facultative
nature of each of the means and pro-
cedures that make it possible to fulfill
the general obligation.

This is why different techniques and
procedures make it possible for the states
to commit themselves to submitting a
dispute to the framework of the previ-
ously negotiated instrument. This is pre -

cisely the aim of the so-called “com mit -
ment clauses” of arbitrating treaties, of
conciliatory accords or even of the fa -
mous “facultative clause of obligatory ju -
risdiction,” whereby the states recognize
ipso facto and without special conven-
tion, the jurisdiction of the Inter na tio n -
al Court of Justice with regard to any
other state that has accepted the same
obligation.

Now, the difference between “diplo -
matic means” and “jurisdictional means”
is a classic and essential distinction in
international law. “Diplo matic means,”
such as good offices, mediation or those
offshoots of “parliamentary diploma-
cy,” inside international organizations,
are mea ns that can be used and ap -
pro priated for any kind of dispute, and
the decision will not be binding. By
contrast, “jurisdictional means” cannot
be used except for in the case of juridi-
cal disputes; they imply an arrange-
ment or solution that emanates from a
body established so that, at the end of
a process, it can make a decision based
in law.

IV. The Prohibition of Threats 
And the Use of Force in 
International Relations

This principle is probably the central
cog in the United Nations security
mechanism. However, it does bring
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with it certain limitations and ambi-
guities that have become clear in the
history of international relations. These
limitations arise mainly out of the fact
that recourse to the use of force is pro -
hibited only in the framework of in -
ternational relations and because of its
design: that is, that it be used against
the territorial integrity and political
independence of any state, or in any
other way that would be incompatible

with the aims of the United Nations.
This means, even if only implicitly, that
recourse to the use of force can be le -
gitimate under certain circumstances
or in order to pursue certain ends or
objectives.

The main exception to the prohibi-
tion of using force is “the legitimate
right to self-defense,” whether it be in -
dividual or collective. While the need
to include this fundamental excep-
tion is indisputable, its breadth is con-
siderable and its application brings with
it an extremely difficult problem: as Mi -
chel Virally says, neither more nor less
than the definition of what an “aggres -
sion” is, which will justify or legitimize
the right to self-defense.9

One of the problems that the pro-
hibition of the use of force has always
come up against is determining whether
“force” should be understood as only mi -
litary force or, if, as the countries of La -
tin America have always argued, it also
includes all kinds of force, in clud ing

political, economic and other forms
of pressure.

It is important to point out that the
1969 Vienna Convention on the Law
of Treaties (ratified by Mexico in 1974
and in effect since 1980) stipulates in
sections 51 and 52 that coercion exer-
cised on a representative of a state to
express his/her consent to bind his/her
represented state by a treaty will have
no legal effect (will be absolutely null

and void) and, on the other hand, any
treaty that has been signed under threat
or as a result of the use of force, in vio -
lation of the principles of the UN Char -
ter, will be equally void. The conference
also approved a declaration condemn-
ing the recourse to threats or the use
by any state of pressure in any of its
forms, whether it be military, political
or economic.10

V. Juridical Equality of States

This principle means first of all that
despite differences in power, devel-
opment or industrialization, all states,
as subjects of international law, are
entitled to the same rights and capa-
bilities.

One of the UN’s fundamental prin-
ciples is that “The Organization is based
on the principle of the sovereign equal -
ity of all its Members” (Article 2,
Paragraph 1).

The Charter of the Organization of
American States also proclaims this
principle, but in more detail, saying,
“States are juridically equal, enjoy equal
rights and equal capacity to exercise
these rights, and have equal duties. The
rights of each State depend not on its
power to ensure the exercise thereof,
but upon the mere fact of its existence
as a person under international law”
(Article 9).

It might have been better to speak
in terms of “sovereign equality,” as the
UN Charter does, given that, strictly
speaking, independence is a corollary
and concrete manifestation of “sover-
eignty.”11

A first and essential right in matters
of immunity theory is derived from
this principle of juridical equality of
states: that no state shall be brought to
justice under foreign do mestic juris-
diction if it has not given its express
consent. 

It follows as a corol lary that no legal
action can be brought by the court
against any state’s goods, rights, assets
or sites in foreign territory. In other
words, immunity of execution supple-
ments its immunity of jurisdiction,
which is a cause-effect relationship.

The Declaration on the Principles
of International Law with Regard to
Friendship and Cooperation Among
States in Accordance with the United
Nations Charter (UN General Assembly
1970 Resolution 2625) also deals
with the principle of sovereign equal-
ity of states. In general, most doctrine
accepts that the 1970 declaration is
one of the most important ever adopt-
ed by the in ternational community and
that it has had much greater impact
and influence than was originally
thought with regard to the develop-
ment of international law. It does not
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amend the UN Charter, but clarifies
its basic principles contained in Ar -
ticle 2 and elsewhere.

VI. International Cooperation
For Development

Despite the primacy given in the UN

Charter to problems of international
security, economic and social cooper-
ation also occupy an important place.

International cooperation should
above all make it possible to create the
conditions of stability and well-being
needed for peaceful and friendly re -
lations among nations based on the
principle of equal rights and self deter -
 mination of peoples, as stipulated in
the Charter’s Article 55. While it is clear
that the fin al objective is political in
nature, goals of an economic character
are also defined, among them, that of
promoting a “higher standard of living,
full employ ment, and conditions of eco -
nomic and social progress and devel-
opment” (Article 55, Section a).

These objectives were based on the
belief that underdevelopment was world -
wide in nature, that it brought with it
disturbing consequences not only for
the countries directly involved, but
for the world as a whole, threatened
by grave instability because of severe
economic disequilibrium.

The division among industrialized
and non-industrialized countries, the
latter marginalized from benefits of
science and technology, is much more
grave and has many more long-lasting
effects than ideological divisions. As
Michel Virally says, the abyss separat-
ing developed from developing coun-
tries introduces an element of funda-
mental imbalance in the world econo my,
the long-term political consequences

of which are unpredic table and highly
dangerous and cannot be suppressed or
softened except through a substantial
improvement in the most backward
economies.

The ideology of decolonization togeth-
er with that of development were un -
doubtedly for a long period the most
powerful driving force in the United
Nations system for countries with pre-
carious, highly unstable economies.

VII. The Struggle for International
Peace and Security

Together with the Dumbarton-Oaks
Proposals, the UN Charter postulates
the maintenance of peace and securi-
ty as the organization’s first and main
aim. Nevertheless, the peace it is talk-
ing about is peaceful international rela-
tions. This would seem to mean that
its express intention is not to inter-
vene in internal wars.

This principle is the aim of the or -
ganization simply because without it,
its other principles cannot be complied
with, nor can the basic conditions be
established that would make possible
the achievement of the organization’s
other aims.

Clearly, the UN Charter offers no
magic formula capable of dealing with
every kind of situation that threatens
international peace and security. It
mere ly offers a specific framework for
its application, giving each and every

one of its member states a series of rights
and obligations for acting collective ly and
in concert every time there is a threat
against the peace of any of them.

The very system of security is found -
ed on a mechanism of cooperation in
order to be able to act jointly in the de -
fense of a state that is a victim of aggres -
sion. At the same time, the system’s
proper functioning depends on the coop -
eration of the permanent members of

the Security Council and, in ge neral,
of the global effectiveness it shows.

Another important aspect is that to
maintain international peace and se cu -
rity the states must peacefully achieve
the “adjustment or settlement of in -
ternational disputes or situations which
might lead to a breach of the peace”
(Article 1, Paragraph 1).

In addition to recognizing the degree
of interdependence of foreign policy
principles, it is also important to note
that, while it would be utopian to think
that all disputes can be solved through
traditional means, as the former presi-
dent of the Inter na tional Court of Jus -
tice in The Hague, Manfred Lachs, used
to say, there is always the possibility of
“adjusting” international situations in
the interests of the parties in volved. The
settlement of controversies is a very am -
bitious operation, whose objec tive is bring -
 ing litigation to a close. How  ever, both
“settlements” and “agree ments” are meant
to prevent a breach of the peace.

One problem that the prohibition of the use 
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Lastly, we should note that while the
system of collective security was cha r -
acterized from the start by its realism,
it was also very ambitious. The instru-
mentation of the military apparatus that
was the key in the system through the
“special accords under article 43,” com -
mitting themselves to put at the dis-
position of the Security Council the
necessary armed forces for the purpose
of maintaining interna tional peace and
security, never happened, and there-
fore, the whole edifice was condemned
to collapse.12

CONCLUSION

We should be fully convinced that in -
ternational law cannot be a secondary
aspect of the foreign policy of a coun-
try like Mexico.

We cannot give ourselves the luxu-
ry of a foreign policy that bends to the
circumstances of the moment, a mere
glittery garment, ready to be put on or
taken off as the mo mentary needs of
this or that passing political situation
dictate.

International law must be our instru -
ment par excellence to maintain our
political independence. This is pure
realism, not “legalistic” posturing.

Good sense has always shown that
a weaker country must always seek the
establishment of a system that will not
allow the more powerful to have com-
plete freedom of interpretation of the
legal system in direct proportion to their
military and economic might.
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TRENDS IN MEXICO’S
CATHOLIC CHURCH

The Catholic Church is no uniform
monolith. Its view of itself and under-
standing of its mission and presence in
history varies from one time, country
or region to another. This article takes a
look at one of the faces of the manifold
complex that is the Mexican Catholic
Church. To do that, we need to estab-
lish minimum criteria.

Juan Bautista Libanio says that the
model of “Catholic identity” —that is,
institutional doctrine, practice and struc -
 tures with a firm, coherent, stable le -
gal basis— appeared in the sixteenth
century with the Council of Trent and
re mained almost unquestioned and with -
out significant fissures until Vatican
Council II (1963-1965). After that date,
the eccle siastic  zeitgeist can be ex -
plain ed by the attempts at restoration
or destruction of that identity, by the
different reactions it has caused and,
con sequently, by the different pas-
toral pro jects that have grown out of
it. In this context, Li banio distinguish-

es four ten dencies in the post-Council
church:
a) The postmodern position consid-

ers the current situation irreversible
and favors the disappearance of a
com mon identity, leaving the task of
perpetuating the message of Christ
to the free will and spontaneous
choice of small groups.

b) The conservative position does not
recognize the irreversibility of the
collapse of the identity inherited from
the Council of Trent and diligently
attempts to maintain and rebuild it.

c) The moderate, neo-fundamental-
ist tendency proposes creating an

Other Voices in the 
Mexican Catholic Church

Tanius Karam*

* Professor of communications at the Ma -
rista University of Mexico City. 
tanius @yahoo.com.mx

O
ct

av
io

 N
av

a/
AV

E



Voices of Mexico • 56

identity that would be the true cod-
ification of Vatican II. This tenden-
cy is based on two suppositions: the
irreversibility of the dissolution of
the identity established by the Coun -
cil of Trent and the need for a clear
common identity for all. Their stra -
tegy is to proceed with the reforms
of Vatican II in the fashion of the
Council of Trent; that is, to develop
a compact, simple message and re -
sort to ecclesiastical authority as the
main unifying factor.

d) The tendency of pluralism and
commitment strives for a more dia -

 lectical, historical and dynamic
Ca tholic identity that would be
built through commitment and
pluralism in today’s Latin America,
in the spirit of the Latin American
Bishops Conferences of Medellín,
Co lom bia (1968) and Puebla, Mex -
 ico (1979).1

In general, the Mexican Catholic
Church continues to be vertical, cen-
tralized, hierarchical and conservative.
With the exception of a minimal open -
ing between 1969 and 1971, motivated
by the cruel events of October 1968,2

Mexico’s Catholic hierarchy has been
a faithful follower of the Vatican line.
This can be ex plained by relations be -
tween church and state in the last two
centuries in Mexico.

Because the other voices in Mex -
ico’s Catholic Church are a minority
and because they receive scant if any
media coverage, I think it is useful to
present some of the characteristics of
this other face, the critical “other” with-
in the church that falls into the cate-
gory of Libanio’s pluralist-commit-
ment tendency.

LIBERATION THEOLOGY

In 1971, Peruvian theologian Gustavo
Gutiérrez published his Teología de la

Liberación (Liberation Theology) in
which he summarized the tendencies
and orientations derived from the sec-
ond and third Latin American Bis hops’
Conferences (CELAM). They ori ginated
in documents that came out of the
Va tican Council II, such as Lumen
Gen tium and the pastoral constitution
Gau dium et Spes, which redefine the
church as the “people of God” and pro -
mote the active participation of lay
peo ple in the world. The Latin Amer -
ica bishops effected their own reading
of Vatican II from the point of view of
the Latin American situation, leading
to the second Latin American Bishops’
Con   ference in Medellín, Colombia
in 1968.

Liberation theology interprets Chris -
 tian faith from the point of view of the

experience of the poor. It attempts to
help them see their own faith in a
new light so that the reading of the
Scrip tures will give them the suste-
nance for affirming their dignity and
worth, as well as their right to fight
together for a better life. Poverty is con -
sidered the product of a social struc -
ture, and there fore this theology is
critical of that struc ture which makes
it possible for a few to have so much
while millions and millions live in des -
titution. Liberation theologians have
criticized those ideologies that justify
this inequality, in cluding the use of
religious symbols.

Berryman describes this theology
start ing from three points: the inter-
pretation of Christian faith through
suffering, the struggle and the hope of
the poor; a critique of society and the
ideologies that support it; and a cri -
ti que of Church activity and that of
Chris tians from the point of view of the
poor. At the same time it is a new in -
ter pretation of the meaning of Chris -
tianity and the recovery of a prophetic
tradition found in the Bible.3

ECCLESIASTIC BASE COMMUNITIES

One of the main movements inspired
in this conception of faith and of the
church is that of the ecclesiastic base
communities (CEB), which arose inside
the Catholic Church in the late 1960s
in the turbulent context of that time:
stagnation and crisis of national eco no -
mies, emergence and consolidation of
authoritarian and military regimes, par -
ticularly in the Southern Cone of the
Americas, and the emergence of new
social theories like dependency theo-
ry. The CEBs’ novelty consisted in their
ability to mobilize and their redefini-
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tion of religious faith from the pers pec -
tive of poor people when surrounded
by an ethos that for decades had sought
to reproduce and maintain the estab-
lished order.

The CEBs define themselves as com -
munities because of their lifestyle.
Usually, each CEB is made up of 10 to
15 people who meet once or twice a
week to discuss their problems and solve
them according to the Gospel. Each
has a coordinator whose function is to
preside over celebrations, moderate group
member participation and foster dis-
cussion. Their conception of religion
is not divorced from the transformation
of the world and for that, they use a
me th odology known as “see-judge-act”:
“see” the people’s situation and identi-
fy both social and ecclesiastic projects
and practices; “judge” and think about
the kind of society the members want
in both socio-political and Biblical-theo -
logical terms; and, finally, “act,” that
is, implement stra tegies for organized
action in the construction of a more
just order of things.4

Mexico’s first CEB appeared in 1967
in Cuernavaca with Fathers Rolland
and Genoel, and the Mov ement for a
Better World (MUMM), led by Father
Orozco, promoted them. In 1968, the
MUMM coordinated different meetings
to turn the parish into a true Christian
community. The following year saw the
first national meeting of CEBs. Many
of these communities were born linked
to the Biblical movement and other
kinds of groups that did not have the
same orientation as the CEBs. At the end
of 1969, a first national meeting of Mex -
ican theologians was held where par-
ticipants promoted the need to create
new secular movements like the CEBs.
In the first stage,5 the analysis the
CEBs had of the situation was often naive

and idealistic; sometimes, they were a
mere inventory of proposals. They did
not integrate fully into the popular mov e -
ment and action was centered main-
ly on thinking about council documents
and on courses and workshops about
the lay people’s apostolate, the church
as missionary and the situation of the
church in today’s world.

In 1973 the working method changed
to using the needs of the grassroots com -
munity as its starting point, begin ning
a liberating Biblical reflection and af -
firming that faith should lead to a cri -
tique of social reality. The groups were

better organized and the communities
began to grow, particularly in those
dioceses in which they had support
from the bishops. CEB members stud-
ied the relationship of faith to political
commitment, critically read the Mex -
ican bishops’ letter called El cristiano
ante las opciones sociales y políticas (The
Social and Political Options Facing Chris -
tians) and discussed attitudes contrary
to the Gospel in society and politics.
From the methodological point of view,
they advanced somewhat by discover-
ing that their methods for ana lyzing the
world had to be consistent with the kind
of society they aspired to. In those years,
new analytical methodologies were de -
v eloped and communication with a com-
munity, educational and popular per-
spective was strongly promoted.

In January 1979, in the framework
of CELAM III in Puebla, attended by
Pope John Paul II on his first visit to
Mexico, the CEBs analyzed the road they
had travelled since 1968 and took advan -
tage of the opportunity to meet and
dialogue with theologians and bishops
from other parts of the hemisphere. The
Document of Puebla that came out of
the meeting took on board and fol-
lowed the general orientation of what
had been said in Medellín, confirming
the CEBs in their work. A year later, in
March 1980, some members of the
Mex ican communities participated in

the hemisphere-wide meeting of CEBs
in Redonda, Brazil.

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION

OF THE CEBs

CEBs are not evenly distributed in all of
Mexico. The states with the largest
number of these groups have dioceses
whose pastoral activity is different from
most, dioceses, with a critical perspec-
tive, more open to social issues. It was
in Morelos that they appeared first, with
the complete support of Monseigneur
Sergio Méndez Arceo (1907-1992), one
of the most important figures in the
current called “the Church of the poor.”
For 20 of the 30 years of his bishopric,
from 1963 to 1983, he acted with a li -
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be ration theology perspective. In 1983,
when he retired because of age, he
found ed the Óscar Arnulfo Romero
So lidarity Committee to continue his
work with the peoples of Central Amer -
ica, an outstanding feature of his years
as bishop. With his death in 1992, lib-
eration theology lost one of its main de -
fenders and an individual with an ex -
tremely high international public profile.

Other areas of the country with a high
concentration of communities is Vera -
cruz, particularly the region called La
Huasteca, the industrial area of La La -
guna (Torreón, Coahuila and Gómez

Palacio, Durango) and Chihuahua, par -
ticularly the Tara hu mara Mountains,
because of encouragement from its bish -
op, Mon seig neur Llaguno, who par ti -
cularly fostered pastoral activity among
the indigenous people there. I should
also mention Monseigneur Talamás,
bishop of Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua,
and Mon seigneur Robalo, former bish-
op of Zacatecas, as some of the few who
supported liberation theology and the
CEBs. The dioceses of the southern
Pa cific area (Oaxaca and Chiapas) de -
serve special mention: for some years
they were the site of important church
activity, growing participation with an
orientation to social commitment and
non-traditional positions. Here, figures
like the bishop of Te huantepec, Mon -
seigneur Arturo Lona, and Samuel Ruiz

García, bishop of San Cristóbal de las
Casas, stand out. Both Lona and Ruiz
labored in the framework of pastoral
activity open to political, economic and
social dimensions, and their lives were
often threatened or directly endangered,
as were those of the people who worked
with them.

Don Samuel Ruiz came into na tio n -
al and international public view with
the January 1994 events of the Chia pas
Highlands, but his work dates back to
1960 when he was named bishop of
the San Cristóbal diocese. Two years
after his arrival, he initiated an ambi-

tious program to train indigenous peo-
ple as catechists. He started schools
and ensured that his was one of the
first dioceses to ordain indigenous dea-
cons. In 1974 he organized the Indige -
nous Congress, atten ded by 2,000 in -
digenous delegates representing the
just under 400,000 indigenous people
living in the state of Chiapas. In gen-
eral, his work is widely recognized.

In 1993, papal nuncio Girolamo Pri -
gione organized a campaign to promote
Samuel Ruiz’s removal arguing, among
other things, “deviations in doctrine.”
In the midst of that campaign came
the Zapatista uprising of January 1994,
after which Ruiz be came an important
mediator between the indigenous and
the federal government. This did not
stop the ecclesiastic dispute, but it did

clearly show up Prigione’s intentions.
Years later, amidst a shower of negative
opinions, Prigione was removed by the
Holy See. In accordance with cano n -
ical law, Samuel Ruiz resigned his dio-
cese when he turned 75 in 1999.

In the 1990s, after the fall of the
Berlin Wall and the collapse of the re -
gimes of so-called “real socialism” many
groups went into crisis, particularly after
Brazilian theologian Leo nardo Boff left
the priesthood.6 These events shat-
tered and dispersed the communities
in Mexico, but they did not disappear
completely. In 1992, at their fourteenth
national meeting, the communities es -
timated that there were 10,000 CEBs
nationwide, located in 40 of the coun-
try’s dioceses.

THE EMERGENCE OF NGOs

At the end of the 1980s, nongovern-
mental organizations began to multi-
ply nationwide and became an alter-
native space for creative participation
for many Christians who wanted to
experience their faith as part of a more
active commitment to the oppre ssed
groups of society.

Many civic human rights organiza-
tions have been created because of a
concern about justice and the justice
system in Mexico. The decline in liv-
ing standards has meant that the fight
for justice has been taken up by civic
associations committed to the de fen se
of human rights like equality before
the law, security, individual liberties,
freedom of association, etc. Several dio -
ceses throughout the country —par-
ticularly in the more conflict-ridden re -
gions— have human rights centers. This
is the case of the dioceses of Tehuan -
tepec and San Cristóbal de las Casas.
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Some parishes, like San Pedro Mártir
in the outskirts of Mexico City, have a
high level of participation and their
own human rights center. Others are
not located directly in parishes or dio-
ceses but do belong to religious con-
gregations from where they carry out
defense and promotion of these rights.
This is the case of the Jesuit Miguel
Agustín Pro Center and the Domi ni -
can Fray Domingo Vitoria Center, both
in Mexico City.

In the 1990s, the most visible CEB

participation was in solidarity move-
ments and activities at different spe-
cific political moments like during the
Xi’Nich March7 and the “Exodus for
Democracy.”8 These were mo ments and
spaces in which Chris tians, CEB mem-
bers committed to grassroots causes,
together with other groups, have de -
manded justice in matters of human
rights and democracy.

SOME FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Liberation theology and the CEBs have
been minority and marginal but very
vibrant movements. Some priests, re -
li gious and lay persons have given their
lives or been subject to harassment and
violation of their basic rights as they
have supported grassroots struggles,
as is the case of Bishop Samuel Ruiz.9

The last Latin American Bishops
Conference held in Santo Domingo,
Dominican Republic, in 1992, was the
scene of a battle to maintain the spir-
it of the decisions of Medellín and
Pue bla. It was not an easy battle, sin -
ce large sectors of the church distrust
liberation theology’s doctrinal propos-
als. The new balance of forces —with
the presence of more conservative sec -
tors— made for a more centralist orga -

nization of the conference than for-
merly, making it difficult for the bishops
to present a position that more faith-
fully represented their own. The Santo
Domingo document reaffirmed the pre -
ferential option for the poor, but not
with the vigor of previous documents:
there are fewer allusions to social issues
than in the Medellín and Puebla doc-
uments, and the language to deal with
the ones that are mention has been
modified.

The CEBs do not act together as a
compact movement. Rather, they are
linked to communities or networks that
agree on certain values contained in
the spirit that founded them.

We can conclude that liberation the -
ology and the CEBs in Mexico are not
as visible as they were in the 1970s;
although their participation, such as
in the cases of the Xi’Nich March and
the “Exodus for Demo cracy,” has been
picked up by the me dia, in general they
receive less and less coverage in both
secular and religious media. Never -
theless, some events show how the pre -
ferential option for the poor —which
implies a more horizontal, collegiate
vision of ecclesiastic relations— con-
tinues to be alive and well among some
groups. In the last few years —side-
stepping the old so cial-analytical cate-
gories— religious congregations and
other groups have founded many civic
organizations from which people are
trying to struggle for the creation of a
less unjust world.

NOTES

1 Juan Bautista Libanio, La vuelta a la gran dis-
ciplina (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Paulinas,
1986) as quoted in José de Jesús Legorreta,
comp., La Iglesia católica y la política en el

México de hoy (Mexico City: Universidad Ibero -
americana, 2000), pp. 134-135.

2 Miguel Concha Malo et al., La participación de
los cristianos en el proceso de liberación popu lar
(Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1986), pp. 91-96.

3 Phillip Berryman, Teología de la Liberación
(Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1989), p. 11.

4 Comisión de Análisis de la Biblia y Teología de
las CEB, CEB y compromiso político (Mexico
City: n. p., 1988), pp. 8-12.

5 See Miguel Concha Malo et al., op. cit.,
pp. 225-247.

6 In 1985, Franciscan theologian Leonardo Boff
published Iglesia: carisma y poder (Church:
Charisma and Power) (Salamanca, España:
Editorial Sígueme), in which he questioned
matters such as the infallibility of the pope.
Boff was ordered to abstain from writing or
giving lectures for a year and, in exemplary
fashion —surprising even church authorities—
he obeyed the order. Church authorities lifted
the prohibition before the year was up, but the
relationship continued to be tense until Boff
finally left the priesthood in 1992.

7 The 1994 Xi’Nich March began in Palenque,
Chiapas, and culminated at the Our Lady of
Guadalupe Basilica in Mexico City. Indige -
nous people and their organizations from Chia -
pas demanded the freedom of unjustly jailed
prisoners, the implementation of promised pu -
blic works projects and the return to the com-
munities of money that had been “lost” by
local mayors. After the march, the Xi’Nich Or -
ganization was formed. This group was de co -
rated by the French government in De cember
1999 for its human rights defense work and
its support for other sectors of the Chiapas
social movement.

8 In March 1999, an estimated 15,000 Party of
the Democratic Revolution activists began the
“Exodus for Democracy,” a march from the Gulf
state of Tabasco to Mexico City to demand
honest elections and the investigation of the
murder of Aurelio Peñalosa by the Federal
Electoral Tribunal and then-President Ernesto
Zedillo.

9 For a more detailed description, see Miguel
Concha Malo, op. cit., p. 158 onward.
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A
cademic research is vital for
understanding the new situa-
tion in the three countries of

North America and the entire hemi-
sphere and for taking advantages of
current opportunities —non-existent
one or five years ago— for improving our
peoples’ quality of life by dealing with
the problems of the environment, water,
energy and organized crime that affect
each country differently, but that can-
not be solved in isolation.

I will focus on three questions: the
new situation in the hemisphere, the
results of the Quebec Summit and
some reflections on the protests that
took place at the time of the summit.

I have observed new and surpris -
ing events in my country that I never
thought to see when I came to Mex -
ico 18 months ago. The first is demo-
graphic: this year’s census confirms a
trend that we all suspected even though
we lacked the empirical data to prove
it. The figures indicate that Latinos
are the largest minority group in the
United States: almost 12 percent of

U.S. inhabitants are Latino. This sec-
tor of the population has grown almost
50 percent since the 1990 census (in -
creasing from 22 million to 33 million)
and is expected to reach 43 million by
the year 2010, making the United States
the second largest Spanish-speaking
nation in the world, after Mexico.

The second change is linked to the
impact of the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) on our three
countries. Seven years after coming
into effect, the United States’ two
main trade partners are the two other
co-signers of this treaty. Trade among

The Quebec Summit 
The FTAA and Academic Research

John Dickson*

* Minister Counselor for Information and
Cultural Affairs, U.S. Embassy in Mexico.

The three North American heads of state at the Quebec meeting.
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the three countries has more than dou -
bled (going from U.S.$289 billion in
1993 to U.S.$659 billion in 2000)
and almost tripled in the case of bilat-
eral trade between the U.S. and Mex -
ico (rising from U.S.$89 billion in 1993
to U.S.$263 billion in 2000). The num-
ber of jobs also grew.

These figures are very linked to a
new political attitude. I never imagined
that congressmen like Phil Gramm

—much less Jesse Helms— would
visit Mexico bringing with them the
message that we should work together
with its government in mi gratory mat-
ters and in our efforts against organized
crime, water and energy integration.
This attitude of my country reflects an
enormous change with regard to pre-
vious years, when Pro position 187 was
passed in California and anti-immigrant
measures passed in the 1996 migrato-
ry legislation.

All of this —demographics, politics,
trade— helps explain why President
Vicente Fox has begun to use the term
“convergence” when he talks about
our societies and their future relations.
Our actions, ideas, values and econo -
mies are merging, integrating rapidly;
there is a process of convergence in the
hemisphere, whether we like it or not,
and it has a life of its own that we do
not want to turn around. In fact, we
could not do it in today’s world inter-
connected by new communications
tech nology. It is preferable to un der -

stand the process, which de serves se -
rious study and analysis, and take advan -
tage of all the benefits it has to offer.

What happened at the Third Su m -
mit of the Americas in Quebec is a
new example of this convergence.
Never theless, summits or negotiations
—such as the one to create a new free
trade area— are not, in my judgement,
what drives convergence in the hemi-
sphere, but rather an indicator of what

is happening in that process in and of
itself.

The two summit results most com-
mented on by the media were the ap -
proval of a democracy clause and the
renewed commitment to developing a
hemisphere-wide free trade agreement
by the year 2005. In fact, there are two
distinct mechanisms: one is the Free
Trade Agreement of the Americas and
the other, the summits.

The April meeting dealt with many
other topics in addition to free trade.
For example, the hemisphere’s leaders
approved an almost 40-page work plan
that includes 18 concrete actions that
their governments want to carry out in
areas as diverse as strengthening de -
mocracy, protecting migrants’ rights,
improving access to health and educa-
tional services and integrating disaster
prevention measures.

Another example of the U.S.’s new
political attitude that was clear in Que -
bec is linked to President George W.
Bush’s statements and participation in

the meeting. It was obvious to every-
one that the president has a particu-
lar interest in the hemisphere and in
using his own weight to further the
integration process. Proof of this is
that he announced six U.S. initiatives
that very practically expressed the
leaders’ concerns:

• Third Border Initiative: an effort
to deepen cooperation between the
United States and Caribbean na tions,
particularly with regard to HIV/AIDS,
natural disaster response and law
enforcement.

• Andean Regional Initiative: its aim
is to foster stability and democracy
in this region. In the budget Pre  s -
ident Bush has requested for fiscal
year 2002, he apportions U.S.$882
million to finance international pro-
jects, create democratic institutions,
contribute to development and sup-
port anti-drug programs.

• The creation of three Hemispheric
Centers for Teacher Excellence in
the hemisphere to train teachers,
increase literacy and support basic
education.

• A new American Fellows Program
aims to foster mutual understand-
ing and excellence in governing in
the hemisphere through exchange
programs for outstanding medium-
and high-level government officials.

• The creation of an Inter-American
E-Business Fellowship Program aims
to offer young professionals in the
hemisphere the opportunity to learn
computer technology.

• Increased funding for the Tropical
Forest Conservation Act, will allow
the nations of the hemisphere to
swap reduction or restructuring of
their debt for tropical forest conser-
vation measures.
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Lastly, President Bush underlined
the importance of free trade and pro -
mised that he would ensure the ap prov -
al of the fast track procedure —now
called “trade promotion authority”-
before the end of the year. This im -
plies that the U.S. Congress would
give the executive the authority to ne -
gotiate trade treaties, while the Con -
gress itself would have the power to
approve or reject the treaty as a whole,
but not change it. This authority does
not mean negotiations cannot go for-
ward, but rather is another sign of the
president’s commitment.

I would like to make three obser-
vations about the demonstrations in
Quebec during the Summit of the
Americas.

First of all, I think the rights of
assembly and of protest are an indis-
pensable part of democracy, as long as
these rights are exercised peacefully.
Acting violently to capture the atten-
tion of television is not the only way
to be heard. In fact, the world did not

understand these groups’ demands
because they were obscured by the
violence used.

Secondly, all of those present agreed
on pointing to the importance of each
leader being democratically elected
and that his/her mandate be the prod-
uct of a vote; that is, that each leader
represent his/her people’s choice. Des -
pite the differences in the size of their
economies, all the leaders signed the
agreements because they thought that
the process included the needs of all
the peoples. In that sense, it is impor-
tant to note the broad range of deci-
sions made in Quebec in the frame-
work of this plan of action. I think that
the leaders speak to the demands of
civil society in issues such as migra-
tion, the eradication of poverty, the
environment and many others.

Thirdly, the critiques of globaliza-
tion by some of the so-called “global-
phobes” are paradoxical. If it were not
for the very nature of globalization (in -
terconnection, technology and rapid

communications), no one would know
about these groups’ criticisms. They
are taking advantage of and benefit-
ing from the system they criticize to
disseminate their messages. In fact,
the world knows much more about the
pro blems of the environment, arma-
ments, mines, human rights, etc., be -
cause of globalization. From my point
of view, civil society has used its net -
work to keep up to date about the
summits, participate in the discus-
sions and contribute positively to the
results.

Lastly, in this context, research plays
a very important role. Supporting the
process, understanding what happens
at the summits, ensuring that govern-
ments do what they commit them -
selves to doing are the challenges fac-
ing university researchers. This summit
is an enormous forum for discussion of
issues that must be studied, analyzed
and supported in economic, political,
cultural, sociode mographic and edu-
cational research projects.
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Science, Art and Culture

Olga Costa and 
José Chávez Morado

Olga Costa and José Chávez Morado 

not only shared a long married and productive artistic life together, 

they also loved Guanajuato and its people to whom they donated their 

house and several art collections. Here we pay homage to their artistic 

achievements and their generosity and interest 

in the promotion of art and culture.

Olga Costa, The Bride, 70 x 55 cm (oil on canvas). Private collection. José Chávez Morado, Bird Seller, 36.5 x 33.5 cm (crayon sketch). Echeverría Zuno
Family collection.

Ph
ot

os
 r

ep
ro

du
ce

d 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f t
he

 G
ua

na
ju

at
o 

St
at

e 
C

ul
tu

ra
l I

ns
tit

ut
e



30

José Chávez Morado

A Portrait of the Nation, 70 x 90 cm, 1961 (oil on canvas). Artist’s collection.

Cart of Crazies, 70 x 91 cm, 1950 (oil on canvas). Artist’s collection.
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T
alking about José Chávez Morado is
one of the greatest difficulties a mod-
ern Mexican art lover or critic could

have. Part of this is his diverse, prolific, eclectic
and paradoxically unified body of visual work: in
addition to being a painter, sculptor, engraver
and designer, he was also an outstanding politi-
cal and union activist, educator, cultural pro-
motor, museographer and essayist. He is a man
of another age, an age in which man’s efficien-
cy was not measured in quarter-hours or bits of
knowledge.

His professional training did not take place
mainly in schools. He did study at Chouinard
School of Art in Los Angeles and at Mexico
City’s National Fine Arts School, but José Chá -
vez Morado can be characterized as the proto-
type of permeability and eclecticism in formal
matters. Although he has remained faithful to
his creed and political practice —he is a leftist—
he has also participated in government activi-
ties to promote art.

José Chávez Morado was born in Silao, Gua -
 najuato, January 4, 1909, into a family with re -
publican traditions, from which part of his po -
litical beliefs stem. His paternal grandfather,
Isidro Chávez, was a militant of the Benito
Juárez movement despite the tenacious op -
position of the opulent mine- and landowner
society in the region. José’s parents were José
Ignacio Chávez, merchant, and Luz Mo rado,
housewife.

His initial education was basically what mo d -
estly-positioned families “of good principles” try
to give their children. José’s paternal grandfa-
ther had a sizeable library where he broadened
out his interests and filled his mind with fan-
tasies. There, he soaked up history, poetry, sci-
ence and fiction; some of these books were
illustrated and fanned his desires to sketch. His
family atmosphere concentrated the pure roots
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A Man of Another Age1

The Kite, 161 x 76 cm, 1970 (oil on canvas). Agustín Salvat collection.
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of Spanish Catholicism —a motley mix of pop-
ular religiosity, superstitions, artfulness and pro-
found humanistic spirituality— and certain local
elements that, despite modification —or pre -
ci sely because of them— flower with surprising
brilliance in domestic customs, popular fiestas
and particularly in the folk art of the region.

At the age of 16, probably feeling oppressed
by the closed-in, small-town atmosphere of his
home, he took an adventurous trip to the United
States, where he worked as a laborer on fruit
farms in California. Apparently, it was in this

period that he decided on his vocation as an ar -
tist; he increased his habit of sketching by mak-
ing diagrams and notes on the human figure. It
was at this time that he first came into contact
with Mexican muralism when he watched José
Clemente Orozco work on fres cos at Pomona
College in Claremont, California.

In 1931, once back in Mexico, he enrolled at
Mexico City’s National Fine Arts School, where
he studied engraving with Francisco Díaz de
León, painting with Bulmaro Guzmán and li -
thography with Emilio Amero. The germ of Chá -
 vez Morado’s vocation as a monumental artist
can be seen in his education, since the inclusion
of geometrical and lyrical elements and critical
concepts formulated in the composition of his
graphic message reflect the overall situation of
visual integration and urban art. In 1933, he first
manifested what would be one of his constant
concerns, artistic education, that he dealt with
as a teacher, as an organizer of schools and study
plans and as a promotor of museology.

In 1935 he began his career as a muralist, an
employee of the Ministry of Education and a
married man, having married a student at the
Fine Arts Central School, Olga Costa. He also

got off to an auspicious start in set design, a field
in which several visual artists were particularly
interested.

Chávez Morado’s first mural was on the cen-
tral staircase of the Veracruz Normal School in
Xalapa and was entitled The Antiimperialist Strug -
gle in Veracruz. It was commissioned after a rec-
ommendation from the Revolutionary League
of Writers and Artists (LEAR) to the Mi nister of
Public Education, Gonzalo Vázquez Vela. Chávez
Morado, a LEAR member, published communist-
leaning engravings in the organization’s maga-

zine in 1937. He also participated in the LEAR Mex -
ican delegation to the International Alliance of
Antifascist Inte llectuals congress in Valencia,
Spain, where he was in charge of setting up the
exhibit, “One Hundred Years of Revolutionary
Mexican Art.” He was also a journalist; in 1942
he published four issues of a mural-magazine or
poster-newspaper called El Eje-Le. A few years
later, under the pseudonyms Juan Brochas and
Chon, he contributed to the Mexican Communist
Party newspaper La voz de México (The Voice of
Mexico) in which in 1944 he polemicized against
David Alfaro Siqueiros’ idea of creating a Center
of Realist Art. Salvador Toscano, then director of
the National School of Visual Arts, Guillermo Ruiz,
director of La Esme ral da art school, Diego Ri -
vera, María Izquierdo, José Clemente Orozco and
Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, among others, also
participated in that discussion.

In 1938, Chávez Morado joined the Po pular
Graphics Workshop, a response to Mexican pro -
gressives’ enormous need for visual communica-
tion. He remained there until 1941, doing a
considerable part of his work in graphics, main-
ly in linoleum and lithographs. His easel paint-
ings of those years had recurring themes and are
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testimony to his loving identification with urban
scenes and an imitation of the discourse of the
popular customs that marked the production
and the impetuous course of his life.

One of the most notable aspects of Chávez
Morado’s work as an educator has been his pro-
motion of museums. Together with Olga Costa
he promoted the Spiral Gallery, an experiment
that aimed to disseminate the work of artists of
different ages and currents. Out of those efforts
came the Modern Art Society. In 1944, he orga-
nized his first individual showing in the Mex ican

Art Gallery, and in 1945, he won the engraving
competition organized by the Mexico City gov-
ernment to commemorate the thirty-fifth an ni -
versary of the Mexican Revolution.

The concept of visual integration became a
constant concern of Mexican art from the time
the idea of incorporating public monumental art
into general programs of cultural development
became current. Chávez Morado’s position would
merge all aspects of the visual arts, whether mo n -
umental or not, in the urban setting. He was in
favor of pluralism and considered both private
and government initiatives positive.

Thirty-two murals were painted in Mexico by
artists like Juan O’Gorman, Diego Rivera and Da -
vid Alfaro Siqueiros in 1952, most of them in
University City, then under construction. Chávez
Morado did three of them: The Return of Quet -
zal cóatl and The Conquest of Energy, both mo -
saics, and Labor, in vinelita. In 1955, educational
authorities and the Guanajuato state govern-
ment commissioned him to decorate the stair well
of the Alhóndiga de Granaditas granary building
with the mural The Abolition of Slavery by Don
Mi guel Hi dalgo y Costilla. Ten years later, on the
second staircase, he painted Song to Guana juato.
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Little Stairways, 100 x 120 cm, 1973 (oil on canvas). Echeverría Zuno Family collection.

Cross on the Scaffold, 100 x 75 cm, 1943 (oil on canvas). Jorge Espinoza Ulloa collection.



Voices of Mexico • 56

In 1956, at the Mexican Visual Arts Winter
Salon, Chávez Morado won first prize for his oil
painting Miners and worked intensely on the
organization of the National Visual Arts Front
exhibits.

In 1966, retired from his post as director of
the School of Design and Crafts, he and his wife
Olga went to live in Gua najuato at the former
min ing hacienda Torre del Arco, which was to be
both their house and studio. An untiring cultur-
al promotor, he soon became involved in adapt-
ing the Alhón diga’s museography. In 1967, he
took charge of new projects for the museum,
which he directed for a decade.

In 1974, Chávez Morado received the Na tio n -
al Prize for the Arts, and in 1975, he began the
paperwork necessary for the state government to
acquire a colonial monument, the family home of
the Marquis de Rayas, to house the  People’s Mu -

seum of Gua na juato, to which he and his wife do -
nated their art collection and which he di rected
until 1982. In what had been the build ing’s cha pel,
Chá vez Morado painted The Frac tur ed Pilaster,
The Real de Minas de Guanajua to and Guana jua -
to Society in the Nineteenth Century.

The most common theme in Chávez Mo ra -
do’s work is urban and rural landscapes, mainly
those of the highlands and the area around Gua -
najuato. Some examples are The Awnings (1941),
Symptoms of Decadence (1945), Prickly Pear Tree
(1952), among others. Popular fiestas and cus-
toms, usually related to profoundly significant
religious allegories allusive to national political
and economic situations can be seen, for exam-
ple, in Black Mexico (1942) and Scene at a Fair
(1950). He ponders the process of the mixing of
the races as the bulwark of cultural and ethnic
integration of modern Mexicans in Self-Portrait
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The Oath, 24 x 29 cm, 1947 (ink and distemper). Juan Evenchutz collection.
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with My Nana (1948), A Portrait of the Nation
(1961) and Toltec (1961), among others.

Women, particularly indigenous women, are
an important presence in his work. A few exam -
ples: Tlacotalpeñas (1936), Tehuanas (1949), The
Great Tehuana (1936), The Girl of the Cage
(1974). His work also includes fantastic fancies,
usually satirizing backward attitudes in so ciety,
for example, The Witches’ Sabbath (1944), Cart
of Crazies (1950), State of Grace (1969). Paint -
ings like Nocturnal Construction (1959), Requiem
(1950) and Tzompantli (1961) present both
the spectacle of advanced technology and the
dispossession of the laborers who work with it.
His body of work is rounded out with a small
number of still lifes and the self-portraits paint-
ed from 1973 to 1980.

From the formal point of view, Chávez Mo -
rado’s work can be considered prototypical of

the realism that sprang up parallel to post-revo-
lutionary muralism, with many folk art influ-
ences. International influences like surrealism
(The Witches’ Sabbath, Nameless Fable), cubism
(Pair of Arches No. 1) or action painting (The Tan -
gle) can also be detected, however. This shows
his eclectic receptiveness and a critical histori-
cal view.

Today, José Chávez Morado, whose rich and
diverse body of work is part of a trend in which
social conditions have an impact on artistic pro -
duction, continues to paint in Guanajuato.

NOTES

1 Summarized version of José de Santiago Silva, José Chávez
Morado. Vida, obra y circunstancias (Guanajuato: Edi cio -
nes La Rana, 2001).
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The Witches’ Sabbath, 30 x 55 cm, 1944 (gouache). Mr. and Mrs. Jorge Espinoza Ulloa collection.
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I
t was early summer 1993 when José Chá -
vez Morado invited a small group of friends
to witness a solemn ceremony in the Arcos

House at one end of the Pastita neighborhood
in Guanajuato. In the patio, near a curved stone
bench on a small cement pedestal was an enor-
mous honey-colored flower pot whose base had

already set. The ceremony began once everyone
was there.

Accompanied by an assistant, Chávez Mo -
rado slowly emptied fresh earth from the base
of holm oak and pingüica trees from the Santa
Rosa mountains into the flower pot. Suddenly,
he stopped and his assistant began mixing it
slowly. Chávez Morado then went into the house
to the dining room table where he picked up a
small polished bronze urn.

Olga Costa
A Brief Look at a Serene Life

Carlos Magdaleno*

* Director of the Gene Byron House-Museum, Gua -
 na juato City.
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When he returned, the assistant had finished
making a hole in the dirt inside the pot. There
was a profound silence as Chávez Morado took
a small folded piece of paper out of his pocket.
After reading a brief, hand-written message,
more loving than sad, addressed to a single per-
son, he prepared to carry out the ceremony we
had been invited to witness. The silence now
was tense and emotional. José Chávez Morado
slowly and delicately deposited the contents of

the urn in the earth, taking care that not even
the slightest speck of dust was swept into the air.
When he finally finished depositing the ashes,
he covered them with another handful of dirt
and then a siempreviva plant (siempreviva means
“forever alive”). He did all this alone. With that,
the ceremony had come to an end.

The flower pot, a sturdy, sober piece of thick
clay, had been thrown especially by ceramist
Gorky González. The inscription is a name and
two dates in black paint: Olga Costa 1913-1993.

It was the end of a painful pilgrimage that
had begun in November 1988 and had meant
the intermittent voyage through hospitals, clin-
ics, convalescence, vigils, diets, abstention from
many pleasures, frequent bouts of sadness and
the melancholy of a person who had known,
extracted and shared a myriad of pleasures and
delights, permanent residents of the most lively
part of her sensibility.

When we left what had been the home of
the Chávez Morado-Costa family, since April
1992 the Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado Art
Museum thanks to their legendary generosity,
one would like to think that we all took with us
the inspiring impact of having been privileged
—though sad— witnesses to a good-bye to a
very dear loved one.

After all this, one asks oneself who Olga
Costa had been, was and is.

The Kostakovski family residing in Odessa
abandoned Russia and set up housekeeping in
Leipzig at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury to avoid the difficult political situation that
heralded what would later be the October Rev -
olution. Don Jacob Kostakovski continued his
violin lessons there at the same time he began
his career as a composer. Olga Costa was born

in that Ger man city, August 28, 1913. The Kos -
takovskis went to Berlin with their two daugh-
ters Lya and Olga in 1914, when World War I
was breaking out.

Also for political and economic reasons —and
perhaps also ethnic reasons, for they were
Jewish— the Kostakovski family decided to
move to Mexico when Olga was 12 years old.
They arrived in the port of Veracruz in 1925.
Let us stop here a moment.

During their stay in the port of Veracruz, two
things happened, one real and the other hypo-
thetical. The real event: the family was robbed
of all its belongings when it arrived in Veracruz
and for that reason —because of the legal in -
vestigations involved— they had to stay there
for about a month.

The hypothetical event is that perhaps the
child Olga Costa perceived the existence of anoth-
er world for the first time in her life, a world
bursting with a surprising and explosive variety
of vegetation, men and women with dark skin
and curly hair, undoubtedly diametrically op -
posed to what she would have seen in what was
then a poor, rabidly hostile, aggressive, grey Eu -
ro pe. This other world was intensely warm and
voluptuously rich in fruit and floral aromas.
When I use the term hypothetical, it might just

It would be impossible to scrutinize 

the entire cosmic tumult that occurs naturally  

in the objects Olga Costa illustrated, with no other

tools than your eyes.

Science, Art and Culture
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Bejeweled Woman, 64 x 49 cm, 1965 (felt pen and ink). 
Artist’s collection.

Portrait of José Chávez Morado, 55 x 40 cm, 1939 
(oil on canvas). Artist’s collection.

Landscape in Penumbra, 30 x 38 cm, 1972 (felt pen). Artist’s collection.



Red Quelite, 120 x 100 cm, 1980 (oil on canvas). Moisés Djaddah collection.
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Pilgrims, 50 x 60 cm, 1968 (oil on masonite). María Asúnsolo de Colín collection.

Green Vase, 40 x 30 cm, 1971 (oil on canvas). Private collection.
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mean that it is a leisurely lapse of reflection,
since this seizing of intense color, that sudden
accumulation of the goods of nature are what
best represent the vast body of work that came
out of Olga Costa’s soft, kind brush. She would
develop it in full in the 1930s after her 1935
marriage to painter José Chávez Morado and
having Mexican-ized her last name.

Once the Kostakovski family set up house in
Mexico City, while Don Jacob gave his violin
and music lessons and continued maturing as a
composer, Olga and Lya enrolled in the Ger -
man College. After that, Olga’s life continued
without incident until the early 1930s when
she began studying with her first teacher, Gua -
temalan painter Carlos Mérida, who said some -
thing we still consider valid: “Olga Costa is the
white angel of Mexican painting.”1

When exactly was Olga Costa’s desire and
affinity for painting born? It is difficult to pin
down a date: it has been said that she was inter-
ested in Diego Rivera’s murals, which she may
have watched being painted for a good time,
increasing her interest in colors. She also re -
membered moments of political upheaval expe-

rienced by artists of the time, such as Diego
himself and Siqueiros, just to mention two.
Olga Costa would had to have seen the creative
side of these public figures, even if at the same
time she noted the political events of the times.

Sergio Pitol has commented that in 1936,
already married, on a trip to Jalapa, Olga paint-
ed some good canvases, even though she did
not take herself very seriously. However, her
stay in Jalapa has left us with some notable
paintings like Bathers, Bouquet with Blue Back -
ground, Lady in Green, Women Bathers, Nude,
just to mention a few. They are a brief but firm
example of the explosive chromatic form of her
painting. This experience was the beginning of
a long, successful road that she would abandon
only a couple of years before her unfortunate
death.

Her career from 1936 on is known to all of
us. Sergio Pitol defined Olga Costa’s great themes
as follows:

a) Scenes laced with humor, which she called
“the irony of the cure;”

b) still lifes and portraits;

My Garden, 120 x 70 cm, 1979 (oil on canvas). John Nevin collection.
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c) scenes of Mexican customs, such as a dead
child, pilgrims, etc.; and

d) her final period: an immersion in the open
spaces until she arrived at the fantastic
gardens of her last years.2

In each of these stages, with the distinct forms
created by her visual personality, her profound
individuality, her paintings never attempted to
be more than that: painting.

It would be impossible to review and scruti-
nize the entire cosmic tumult that occurs natu-
rally and simply in the objects Costa illustrated,
painting by painting, sketch by sketch, without
any more inspiration or emotional tools than
just your eyes. The selection of each of the ob -
jects to be reproduced —in this case, re-creat-
ed— might be explained perhaps in the urgent
yearning for seeing and feeling the extension of
her own skin. That profuse and varied chroma-
tism comes about in Olga unsurprisingly, as she
proceeds with her routine of taking care of her
plants and flowers, that is, in the accidents of
everyday life. But they also occur when she dis-
covers things there and even when they are not

really there, such as in the case of her imaginary
pieces. Here, I am talking about paintings like
Green Vase (1971); Golden Fish (1980); Untitled
(1981); Stained Glass (1982); and especially in
this example, Island of the Air (1963) and The
Puddle. These are works that form a whole of
smiling riddles, visual explosions in which she
never stopped using what was always a constant:
temperance and a playful, comic air; firmness
and a smile.

Olga fits, as no other artist, Pitol’s definition:
“Olga Costa’s life is her painting.”3 And even if
cloistered —or more aptly, confined to— the
Mexican school of painting —which Olga nei-
ther denied nor flaunted— Pitol’s comment can
be emphasized even more, but in the opposite
sense, in the case of other women of her gener-
ation, such as Frida Kahlo or Tina Modotti. Their
creations, their artistic endeavors were rudely
surpassed and sometimes absorbed by periph-
eral activities, mainly political struggles. In Olga
Costa, any attitude on the margins of painting
(except for, of course, her unequivocal solidari-
ty with the political and social causes that her
generation and her fellow painters defended,

Two Profiles, 44 x 59 cm, 1964 (oil on paper). Artist’s collection.
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particularly those that activist José Chávez Mo -
rado championed) would have been a simple
intellectual accessory. They would have sepa-
rated her irremediably from her only possible
task, painting. Costa, one might add, is her own
serenity.

In 1944, Fernando Gamboa, Mexico’s great-
est museographer, commissioned Olga to paint
a canvas that is still one of the fundamental
icons of great Mexican painting. For her, in
addition, it represents her own visionary pa n -
orama. That painting is The Fruit Seller that
has belonged since then to the Modern Art
Museum.

Anyone who has the good fortune to stand in
front of this masterful canvas will have felt the
surprise and satisfaction of recognizing his/her
own piece of identity. The joy in viewing it man-
ages to banish all our analytical, technical or
academic pretensions. With this canvas, Olga
Costa has reached a plateau; there she affirms
and unfolds everything she had ever painted
throughout her entire life as an artist, charac-
terized by her obsessive, detailed, laborious re-
creation, celebration and consecration of the
mysterious gifts of nature.

In 1990, Olga was given the National Prize
for the Arts and attended the ceremony pushed
in her wheelchair by José Chávez Morado, who
had received the same prize in 1973.

That year she had gone through several se -
vere health crises. A little while later she had
her last exhibition at the People’s Museum of
Guanajuato, which she had founded with
Chávez Morado in 1979. Her last show consist-
ed of a small group of paintings, among them a
white porcelain vase with thousands of tiny, dif-
ferent flowers. Chávez Morado named the work
The Resurrection. It could not be more eloquent:
it combines the vitality of that kaleidoscopic
turbulence that made up the total, absolute cre-
ative act of Olga Costa, who left us two years
later, on June 28, 1993.

But that is not completely true. Olga Costa
cannot leave us, nor can she be very far from us.
The portentous chromatism revealed in her
untiring creative efforts will be a perennial pres-
ence and the certainty of the premise that, “Olga
Costa’s life is her painting.” And her paint ing is
more alive than ever.

NOTES

1 Olga Costa mentioned this comment when talking about
the time when Carlos Mérida was her teacher; it was one
of her favorite phrases.

2 Sergio Pitol, Olga Costa (Guanajuato: Edi ciones La Rana/
Instituto de Cultura de Gua najuato, 1998), p. 10.

3 Pitol, op. cit.

Plain Landscape Planted with Marigolds, 36 x 83 cm, 1977 (oil on wood). Dr. and Mrs. Luis Muñoz Castellanos collection.
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In the Shadow of the Volcano

P
opocatépetl Volcano gave signs of life in De -
cember 1994 with an emission of ash that cov-
ered the nearby city of Puebla in a fine film. This

simple reminder put citizens and authorities alike on
notice about the risks of living on the flanks of a vol-
cano. Alerting scientists, it was the signal needed to
prompt joint work by them and authorities to monitor
volcanic activity and evaluate the risks of an eruption
for nearby towns.

Six years later, between February and September
2000, Popocatépetl once again showed signs of dis-
quiet. Then, from October on, volcanic activity in -
creased until mid-December. The magnitude of the
signals were monitored and the very high rate of
lava production —by December 18, it was estimated
be tween 15 million and 19 million cubic meters—
formed the largest dome observed in the episode and
gave rise to the fear of an imminent eruption.
Municipal and state authorities stepped up the alert
and established a security radius of 13 kilometers
where they began to evacuate towns between De -
cember 15 and 16, including a few outside the securi-
ty radius. On December 18 and 19, in three episodes,
the volcano ejected large amounts of hot debris onto

its flanks hurtling them, scientists believe, a maximum
of 5 to 6 kilometers from the crater. After December
19, activity decreased and the next expected period
of activity —around De cember 23 according to the
time-predictable model— did not occur, indicating
that the magma supply had changed. What is
believed to be the first dome-destruction explosion
occurred on December 24, ejecting incandescent
debris 3.5 kilometers from the volcano and producing
an ash plume 5 kilometers above the crater. This was
the largest energy-release eruption of Popoca tépetl
ever monitored with instruments.

Authorities reduced the security radius to 12 kilo-
meters and since no towns are located in that area,
people returned to their homes.

An estimated 10 to 20 percent of the new dome vol-
ume has been destroyed by the activity since December
18. Because the dome mass has been removed by small
to moderate explosions in many of the previous dome
growth-and-destruction episodes since 1996, a similar
scenario is expected in the near future.

Fortunately, the crisis was not as severe as predicted.
But no one knows what Popo catépetl —or “Don Goyo,”
as local residents call the volcano— has in store.

Note: Based on a Cenapred report, published by Bulletin of Global Volcanology Network 12 (Smithsonian National Museum
of Natural History, December 2000).
Special thanks to Dr. Carlos Valdés González of Cenapred.
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M
exico is situated in a region of great
volcanic activity. Of its approximate-
ly 3,000 volcanoes, 14 have recently

been active, including the Paricutín (1943), Chi -
chón (1982), Tacaná (1986), the Colima volca no,
with great activity in recent years, and Po poca -
tépetl (De cember 2000). Every year between
50 and 65 volcanoes in the world become
active, but only a few cause loss of human life

and property damage. The effects on the popu-
lation are not necessarily proportional to the size
or violence of eruptions, but rather to the prox-
imity and number of human settlements sur-
rounding the volcano.

Popocatépetl, 5,452 meters above sea level
and more than 700 million years old, with its
majestic, ancestral beauty, is undoubtedly a high-
risk volcano. Throughout its long history, it has
had numerous minor eruptions, a few major ones
and has produced great paroxysmal events that

Popocatépetl
Living in Danger1

Juan Marcial*

* Mexican free-lance journalist.
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are more dangerous because they liberate a
great deal of energy in a short time. Between
1993 and 1995, the kind of activity the “Popo”
has shown seems similar to that of 12 other
episodes reported since the sixteenth century:
underground eruptions that liberate great quan-
tities of magmatic gases along with old material
deposited in the volcanic cone. 

THE INVISIBLE

The volcano has been stable since January 1995
because the possible source of disturbance in
the deeper areas has been smaller than the vol-
cano’s ability to liberate its energy. Until now,
there has been no extreme danger. If the vol-
cano did not have the capacity to benignly lib-
erate accumulated energy, as it does now, the
balance would be disturbed and the scenario
would be much more dangerous. 

The possible break in that equilibrium will
depend on the rea sons why energy is being gen-

erated in the depths of the volcano. One reason
would be the introduction of new mag ma into
that area. A mix of new and old magma rapidly
cause an accu mulation of energy that could
lead to a major eruption. 

Continuous monitoring —every few days or
weeks— is carried out to observe the processes
taking place in the volcano’s depths. Based on
these observations, scientists attempt to detect
sufficiently ahead of time whether this mix of
magma is occurring, if it is accelerating or if
new magma is being introduced. Apparently, in
the depth of the volcano and its conduits today,
there is no serious accumulation of energy. As
Dr. Servando de la Cruz from the UNAM Geo -
physics Institute says, however, we can predict
nothing in the long run. We cannot even assign
statistical probabilities since we do not know
what is happening at a deeper level, more than
10 kilometers down, and no equipment can
give us more precise data.

Dr. De la Cruz defines Popocatépetl as a ma -
ture stratovolcano capable of remaining dormant

The situation would be more dangerous if the volcano did not continuously liberate energy.
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for long periods or evolving toward more dan-
gerous phases. He also says that no periodicity
is possible in volcanology. The current eruptive
activity of the volcano reminds us, he says, that
the risk is there, has been there and will con-
tinue to be there, because it is always possible
that the volcano will reactivate. If it became
more actively eruptive, however, he concludes,
fortunately today we have better scientific and
technical resources to lower the risk and reduce
the vulnerability of surrounding inhabitants, as
was shown in December 2000.

THE VISIBLE

The moderate seismic and fumarolic activity
that began in 1993 prompted authorities to set
up monitoring stations. Today, joint work by the
UNAM Institutes of Engineering and Geophysics
and the National Center for Disaster Pre vention
(Cenapred) is done at 11 telemetric stations.
Ce napred also has a center for data gathering

and processing and carries out four kinds of
monitoring: visual observation and seismic, geo-
desic and geochemical monitoring.2

Visual observation consists of watching for
physical changes in the volcano, like rock or mud
slides, deformations, fumaroles, emissions of
ash or gases, or any other indication of percep-
tible change. To accomplish this, a video cam-
era has been aimed at the north flank of the vol-
cano, transmitting day and night directly to
Ce napred, where the information is analyzed.

Seismic monitoring is one of the most impor-
tant kinds of observation. The vibrations it reg-
isters and measures make it possible to infer
where the hypocenters are generated and located,
the points inside the volcano where energy is
liberated. This makes it possible to locate bod-
ies of magma underneath the volcano and to
discern whether the magma tends to rise or open
up new avenues toward other conduits, how it
will evolve and how deep the seismic activity is.
In the case of Popocatépetl, this acti vity is de -
v eloping between 3 and 10 kilometers underneath
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Despite the danger, the view of the volcano can also be spectacular. December 19, 2000.
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the crater, basically directly beneath it, slightly to
the east (in the direction of the city of Puebla).

The volcano’s seismic activity is only local
and should not create concern that it will shift
or cause major earthquakes because it is the
result of magma that is attempting to escape,
the pressure of which creates fractures and
sometimes gas emissions.

Geodesic monitoring is carried out at three
stations, each equipped with tiltmeters that reg-
ister the slope or deformation of the soil as a

result of pressure from inside the volcano.3 This
data is useful, based on the hypothesis that a
large eruption will be preceded by significant de -
formations in the volcanic edifice.

Geochemical monitoring is the chemical
analysis of gases, fumaroles, geothermal s pri ngs,
the composition of ash, lava and other products
of the volcano. Other variables associated with
volcanic activity that are also monitored are winds,
temperatures, precipitation, PH and radon gas
and sulfur dioxide emissions.
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Pyroclastic flows, explosions, a rain of incandescent material and lava emissions are the potential dangers to nearby settlements.
November 29, 1998.
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Science, Art and Culture

THE THEORY

Based on the studies of deposits derived from Po -
pocatépetl Volcano, the following potential dan-
gers to nearby settlements have been identified:
pyroclastic flows and waves and explosions; mud
slides, gigantic slides of parts of the volcanic edi -
fice (avalanches of debris); a rain of pyroclas tic
material and ballistic projectiles; the emission of
lava spills and possible associated domes.4 In the
case of Mexico City, the greatest risk would come
from the air pollution caused by great amounts of
volcanic ash being expelled from the mountain.

PREVENTIVE MEASURES

Since the moderate eruption of December 1994,
significant advances have been made in civil and
disaster prevention. In June 1994, the govern -
ment began a campaign directed at local residents
through pamphlets, leaflets and vi deos. At the
same time, Cenapred called on civic authorities
in charge of public safety in Puebla, the State of
Mexico, Morelos, Tlaxcala and Mexico City to
develop a joint plan to facilitate their own coor-
dination in the case of a high-risk scenario. Out
of those efforts came the Popo catépetl Volcano
Operational Plan which delineates each state’s
responsibilities in case of an emergency and in -
s tructions on how to proceed. The plan has been
perfected to the point of developing its Emer gen -
cy Planning Map, dividing the whole area into
different risk zones so that the population can
be evacuated according to the risks in each area.
The scientific commu nity developed a code for a
volcanic alert, dubbed “the volcanic alert stop-
light” by Cenapred. For practical purposes, the
alert system has been likened to a traffic stop-
light: green represents a normal situation and
causes no change to people’s day-to-day activi-
ties; yellow is an alert, mean ing that normal activ-
ities can go on as usual, but everyone must keep
informed of any changes; and red is an alarm,
signalling the need to begin getting people away
from the high-risk areas and protect them.

WHAT REALLY HAPPENS

Even though authorities carry out the campaign
to inform the public about how to differentiate
between a normal and an alert situation, what
to do and where to go in case of danger, on the
slopes of the volcano, people cling to a glimmer
of hope to convince themselves day in and day
out that there is no danger at all; the threat of
death has always been part of their lives.

For Professor Teodoro Romero Carreón, prin-
cipal of National Anthem Primary School, “the
public has been overwhelmed with information”
from official sources. For that reason they see
things in the long term. They understand that a
danger exists, but they do not accept the idea
that it is imminent. Their attachment to their
homes and their religion make them insensible
to the threat and are two of the reasons why
many local residents refuse to abandon their
homes despite the danger. Professor Romero
thinks people with a different attitude should go
house to house explaining the risks involved “and
not frightening people because they’re not fright-
ened anyway, and most people are willing to die
on their land no matter what happens.”

NOTES

1 This is an abbreviated version of the article “Popocatépetl,
vivir en peligro,” first published in the UNAM School of
Science magazine Ciencias 41 (January-March, 1996),
pp. 50-55.

2 Cenapred’s web site provides up-to-date information:
http://www.cenapred.unam.mx/mvolcan.html [Editor’s
Note.]

3 Tiltmeters are set on a concrete base and measure varia-
tions in slope caused by any kind of pressure to a thou-
sandth of a degree.

4 Initially, pyroclastic and mud flows are considered the
most dangerous threats to surrounding towns. Giant ava -
lanches and mud slides can only happen if part of the vol-
canic edifice collapses; they would travel at 100 kilome-
ters per hour for 80 kilometers, destroying everything in
their path.
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Magma is a word coined in the nineteenth
century by the Englishman George Poulett
Scrope, and refers to the molten ma terial
found underneath the earth’s crust and
from which igneous rock is formed by cool-
ing and crystallization.

A volcanic eruption is simply the emis-
sion of certain materials from inside the
Earth. The different kinds of eruptions are
named after typical volcanos which be come
models for the others. Therefore, geologists
speak of Hawaiian, Icelandic, Merapean and
Pelean eruptions (the latter is named after
Mount Pelé in Martinique, a French posses-
sion in the Caribbean).

All eruptions fall between two extremes:
effusive eruptions, with the emission of
large quantities of lava, and explosive erup -
tions, in which most of the material is ex -
pelled from the volcano as hot, solid frag-
ments. Among the explosive eruptions are
the Plinian and Pelean, and among the
effusive are the Hawaiian and Icelandic. Vul -
canean and Strombollian eruptions are con -
sidered intermediate. 

Eruptions differ with regard to the che m -
ical composition and varied gas content of
the materials involved. The gas content is very
important because it determines the visco sity
of the magma: non-viscous mag ma makes
for an effusive eruption, while highly vis-
cous magma causes an explosive eruption.

Explosive eruptions are the more dan-
gerous of the two. Hawaiian-type effusive
eruptions emit great lava flows that form
rivers and lakes, but cause little loss of

human life, although they may well cause
great economic and social damage. Pelean-
type explosive eruptions expel solid frag-
ments known as pyroclasts (from the Greek
piros, for fire and clastos, for broken) along
with a mixture of hot gas and water. They
may even tear off part of the volcanic cone
or form an enormous column that will spill
over the sides of the volcano. This kind of
an avalanche is highly mobile and can
move at several kilometers an hour. Explo -
sive eruptions can also create huge col -
 u mns and clouds of gases and particles,
capable of traveling long distances and de -
positing ash in far-off places.

THE RISKS

The greatest risk is from volcanoes that
have remained dormant for long periods
since inactivity makes people forget the
danger.

The old definition of volcanoes as ex -
tinct or active is not very precise, since it is
difficult to establish a time limit that would
make it possible to classify any volcano as
extinct. Previously, scientists considered that
if a volcano had not erupted within human
history, it could be classified as extinct.
However, history begins at different times
for different continents and regions and the
eruption of volcanoes previously consid-
ered extinct has shown how wrong this cri-
terion was. Today, scientists think in terms
of probabilities, and volcanoes are classi-

fied as high risk if they have erupted in the
last few tens of thousands of years.

VOLCANIC ACTIVITY IN MEXICO

In Mexico the great majority of the large
stratovolcanoes (volcanos composed of ex -
plosively erupted cinders and ash with oc -
casional lava flows) and many fields of mono -
magnetic volcanism (volcanism inclu  des all
phenomena connected with the mov ement
of heated material from the interior to or
toward the surface of the Earth) are concen -
trated in the Trans- Mexican Volcanic Band,
a 1,200-kilometer long, 20- to 150-ki lometer
wide volcanic elevation facing east-west.
Another volcanic region is the peninsula of
Baja California. Our country also has solitary
volcanoes, whose origin is less clear, like the
Chichón, San Martín Tuxtla and the Tacaná,
which we share with Guatemala and is part
of the Central American chain.

The most disastrous volcanic event in
Mexico in historical times was the eruption
of the Chichón or Chichonal in 1982. The vol -
cano shot up a column of gas, steam and
smoke almost 18 kilometers high, shower-
ing ash and pyroclasts for miles around,
covering some towns close to the volcano
with meters of debris. About 2,000 people
died as a result, and the region’s economy
was severely damaged after 153 square kilo -
meters were completely devastated and
30,000 square kilometers were covered with
at least one millimeter of ash.

Did you know...?

Note: Fragments taken from the article by Juan Manuel Espíndola and José Luis Macías Vázquez, “El vulcanismo,” Ciencias 41 (Mexico City), January-
March 1996, pp. 12-22.



T
oday, the International Cervan -
tes Festival (FIC) is a world-class
festival combining imagination,

memory and artistic creativity.
The upcoming twenty-ninth Inter -

na tional Cervantes Festival’s program-
ming reflects new times, times of di -
ver sity, encounters and dialogue.

Art and culture are the only road to
erasing geographical and spiritual bor-
ders, the only way our differences and
specificities can be reconciled. Culture
knows no borders.

The twenty-ninth festival will distin-
guish itself for its artistic excellence
and its pluralism of currents and gen-
res of universal, world culture. The  pur -

pose is to ensure that the FIC is marked
by the plural, generous dialogue of dif-
ferent cultures.

One of the roads a society must fol-
low to get to know itself is the road to
re-encounters, above all with its lon g -
est-lasting works, works of the imagi-
nation and art.

For the first time, the International
Cervantes Festival has its own internal
governing body, composed of federal,
state and municipal officials, who share
both authority and responsibility. This
new form of joint participation has
made it possible for the FIC to become
a model of working, programming and
organization that will guarantee its per-

manence, continuity and positive im -
pact on Mexico’s cultural development.

It is also the first time that the FIC

has had a consultative council made up
of artists from all the disciplines to es -
tablish a rigorous dialogue among the
arts that will make up the Festival’s
yearly programming and guarantee its
excellence.

The FIC’s tradition and deep roots
in Guanajuato and Mexico have created
powerful links of identity and re cog -
nition, links so profound and determi-
nant in the cultural and artistic na tio n -
al memory that they have made it part
of Mexico’s cultural patrimony. The
International Cervantes Festival has
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become the world’s third most impor-
tant festival and Latin America’s first.

The new times are being forged with
the active participation of everyone, men
and women, citizens who know the value
of their decisions and demand the right
to express themselves and be part of what
is happening. In that sense, the Inter -
national Cervantes Festival is a partici-
pant in the creation and transformation
of habits of participation in cultural life,
in order to have a direct impact in the
consolidation of a democratic culture.

Fundamental protagonists in the
next festival are the street and its peo-
ple. This is the public space where art is
reconciled with life, becoming its mir-
ror and revealing the deepest secrets of
Man. Plazas and alleyways will be the
main stage where life and art meet, a
place for fiestas, where the privileges of
enjoyment are reserved for both audi-
ence and artist.

The audiences’ diversity demands that
we have a system of discounts to allow
everyone access to this rich, lesson-filled
programming. Also of benefit to Gua na -
juato residents who collaborate with the
festival in a myriad of ways will be
the creation of the Friend of the FIC

card, to be inaugurated this year.

The world will be watching Guana -
juato from October 10 to 28 this year,
when all the arts, every form of expres-
sion —from the strictly classifiable to
those that don’t even have a classifica-
tion yet, given their innovative nature—
come together.

The guest continent for this festi-
val is Oceania and the country repre-
sented, Australia. From Mexico, the
guest region is the Southe ast and its
sta te guest of honor, Ve racruz. In all
cases, programming aims to make a
pro found understanding of cultural pro -
cesses available to the public and will

include performing arts, visual arts, film,
literature and academic encounters.

As of now, the International Cer -
vantes Festival expresses its commit-
ment to broadening audiences’cultural
hori zons. The objective is to foster audi -
ences capable of participating in artis-
tic processes; this will include students
and amateurs joining workshops, prac-
tical demonstrations, master classes and
lectures in which participating artists
take part. Specialized international work -
shops will be given and co-production,
co-participation and exchange mecha-
nisms created to foster the development
of Mexican artistic creativity.

The International Cervantes Festi val
is possible thanks to the joint efforts and
economic support of the federal go v -
ernment through its National Council
for Culture and the Arts, the govern-
ment of Guanajuato state and the sup-
port of sister countries and the private
sector, which, with their dedicated par-
ticipation have contributed to thinking
about culture as one of the driving forces
behind our country’s development.

A festival for a new time is not pos-
sible without public participation. The
FIC awaits you in Guanajuato.
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I
n Mexico, only one-third of the
work force has access to credit in
the national financial system. This

restriction is even greater for busi-
nesses. At the end of 2000, only 29
percent of Mexican businesses enjoyed
some form of credit from any kind of
banking institution. This is basically
due to three factors: high interest rates,
the banks’ reluctance to grant loans
and economic uncertainty. In any case,
Mexican banks are not in sync with

the economic and financial modern-
ization the country requires.

Six years after the 1994-1995 fi -
nancial and productive crisis, the Mex -
ican banking system has only just begun
to reactivate credit lines to productive
sectors. It is, however, far from satisfy-
ing the demand, and, above all, the
financial needs of hundreds of thou-
sands of micro-, small, and medium-
sized entrepreneurs, whose companies
provide the majority of the country’s
jobs. Obviously, the difficulties and
challenges these businesses face are
not reduced to getting re sources from
formal and informal financial markets.

In addition to scarce and expensive cred-
it, they face problems in the commer-
cialization of goods and services, the
labyrinthine tax structure, accounting
and management skills.

The federal government recently
anno unced that it will take a three-
pronged approach to reactivating cred-
it to the country’s productive sector:

a) A broad restructuring of the de -
v elopment banking system;

b) the reactivation of commercial
credit; and

c) a program of “popular” banking
and micro-financing.

Small Businesses
The Long, Winding Road to Credit

Enrique Pino Hidalgo*

* Economist, researcher and professor at
the Autonomous Metropolitan University,
Iztapalapa campus.
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Given the commercial banking sys -
tem’s inability or disinterest in sup -
port ing micro-businesses, the role of
development banks and social bank-
ing institutions becomes more impor-
tant. By their very nature, these insti-
tutions are more oriented to linking
up with the real economy since their

objective is to promote and orient
production by micro-, small and medi-
um-sized companies, which numbered
more than 3.5 million in 1996.

In Mexico, the “popular” banking
system is made up of more than 600
institutions that take in resources from
low- and medium-income households.
As a sector, it is very heterogeneous and
deals with different financing needs.
For example, credit unions receive mo n -
ies both from their members and gov -
ernment dev elopment banks that they
channel as loans to productive pro-
jects. Savings and loan associations
are local; they receive monies from
their members and give loans only to
members. Cooperatives, on the other
hand, are usually part of a regional or
state federation and receive savings
from their participants and grant loans
to both members and non-members with
collateral.

Community savings associations
are local organizations that receive
mo nies from their members and grant
them relatively small loans. And, fi -
nally, mu tual aid or solidarity associa-

tions accept contributions from their
members with the aim of covering
spe cific emergency expenditures the
mem bers may confront, such as fu -
neral costs, emergency health care or
other extraordinary ex penses; they
usually operate on a community, neigh -
 borhood or factory level.

These financial institutions cover
more than 2.5 million people. Des -
pite its relative geographic and demo-
graphic dispersion, the social banking
system represents less than 1 percent
of all the assets of the commercial
bank ing system. In any case, the po -
tential and social and economic im -
portance of these kinds of intermedi-
aries is clear (see table on popular
sav ings and credit).

This article will present a panorama
of the new credit options for micro-
and small businesses, as well as a few
initial observations about the “Social
Banking and Micro-credits Program”
announced by President Fox and the
“Micro-credit Program” promoted by
the Mexico City government. As we
shall see, these policies suffer from
considerable limitations, both due to
the overall amount earmarked for loans
and the size of the loans granted.
However, I think both programs will
have a positive effect in the reactiva-
tion of micro-business credit markets
that until now have been practically
non-existent.

STRATIFICATION

AND CHARACTERISTICS OF

MEXICAN BUSINESSES

Mexico has different kinds of micro-,
small and medium-sized businesses.
In some cases, micro-businesses are clas -
sified as part of the informal eco nomy
and include self-employed workers and
non-paid family-member workers. In
other cases, they are classified as family
businesses, the informal sector or even
as part of the criminal layers of society.1

They range all the way from women
who make tacos on portable grills and
sell them on the sidewalks outside their
front doors at night to craftsmen mak-
ing wrought iron screens in workshops
in Tlaque paque, Jalisco, filling orders
for stores in Manhattan. The Interna -
tional Labor Organization’s (ILO) more
or less standard definition is based on
the number of jobs they provide and the
amount of annual sales or income they
take in: micro-businesses have up to
6 employees (except in manufactur-
ing where they can have up to 16),
while small non-manufacturing busi-
nesses have from 7 to 15 employees.2

In the category of micro-businesses,
the definition includes:

Family businesses, which are less de -
v  eloped and operate in traditional in -
dustries. Frequently, they are a survival
strategy and aim their production at
the local market. Generally, their own-
ers lack basic skills and ins truments
for competing in the marketplace.3

Competitive micro-businesses, which
are more developed. Their owners know
more about the market and ins titu tions
that provide advisory and other financial
and non-financial services. They have
permanent, waged workers whose labors
are supplemented by tem porary employ-
ees when the market demands it.
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Micro-businesses articulated in consor -
tia, which are usually linked horizontal -
ly or vertically to larger companies and
have reached significant levels of pro -
ductivity, with their output aimed at
export or national domestic markets.4

More generally speaking, the com-
panies are characterized by the size of
the wages they pay, production and
sales levels, the value of fixed assets
and, of course, the kind and amount
of financing they require for setting
up and getting started. These variables
also act as indicators of en trepre neu -
rial activity and certain behavior that
corresponds to patterns associated with
the size of the firms. From that point
of view, conventional economic theo-
ry suggests that efficiency increases
as companies move from being micro
to medium-sized to large, but that is
now a matter for debate.

In Mexico, micro- and small compa-
nies have the following characteristics:

a) They operate with small-scale pro -
duction and employ labor-inten-
sive production techniques.

b) They use technologies adapted
to employees whose abilities and
skills have been learned on the
job or through informal education-
al systems outside formal schools.

c) They are frequently owned by a
single family and financing comes
from their own pockets.

In our country, companies classified
as micro-, small and medium-sized make
up more than 95 percent of the total
2,187,000 establishments and provide
more than 50 percent of all jobs.5 The
majority —55 percent— of these firms
are in wholesale and retail trade.

In 1994, large corporations em -
ployed 3.374 million workers; medi-
um-sized companies 1.518 million
workers; small firms, 1.697 million; and
micro-businesses, 2.76 million.

SELF-EMPLOYMENT COEXISTING

WITH INTERMEDIATE PRODUCTION

Micro-businesses are extremely varied
and encompass survival strategies linked

to self-employment as well as interme-
diate production units. They include
different forms of commerce and ser-
vices that can even generate greater
income than the wages earned by some
workers in formal sectors. For exam-
ple, Doña Francisca, who sells news-
papers from a pushcart on a corner of
two major streets in southern Mexico
City for 6 hours a day, may sell up to
150 papers a day. Making one peso per
paper, she takes in at least twice the
minimum wage, while a bookstore or
stationary store employee usually only
makes minimum wage for an 8-hour
day. (Forty percent of Mexico’s work
force makes twice the minimum wage
or less a day.)

In the Mexican economy, micro-busi -
nesses are a manifestation of the het-
erogeneity of entrepreneurship and a
res ponse to their owners’ own need for
employment. In reality, micro-business-
es are a mechanism to substitute for
the lack of jobs and/or a reaction to the
low wages prevalent in the formal job
market. Regardless of why they arise,
the economic role and weight of these
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POPULAR/COMMUNITY BANKING SYSTEM (2000)

Type of institution Number Members Savings regu- Effectively regulated
(1000s) lated by law and supervised

Credit unions 32 19 Yes  Yes  
Savings and loan associations 11 675 Yes  Yes  
Cooperatives 157 1,081 Yes   No  
Mutual aid associations 210 190 No  No  
Community savings associations 247 633 No  No  

Total 657 2,598

Source: National Savings Bank (Patronato del Ahorro Nacional).
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companies is significant both because
of their sheer number and the number
of jobs they provide —almost 3 million
nationwide.

Usually, micro-business owners
have part of the capital they need to
invest; for that reason they require
financing and other kinds of support

like accounting and merchandizing
advice. Owners may very well not pos -
s ess the characteristics of the “classic
businessman (or woman)” (being cre-
ative, innovative, etc.), but they repre -
sent a social situation and a fi nan cial
demand that cannot be ignored. In that
sense, one segment of micro-firms are
subsistence producers who have set
up shop because of the economic and
social effects of the economic crises
and recessive adjustment programs that
sharpen unemployment: this might
include the woman —laid off from
her job or unable to get a job in the
formal market— who sells tacos on her
door step. Prolonged recessions nour-
ish the expansion of micro-business-
es, while sustained eco nomic recovery
and growth would pro bably reincor-
porate many of their owners into the
formal job market.

In this sector, we also find waged
workers and professionals who decide
to set up a business based on self-
employment; for example, computer
designers and/or technicians or accoun -
 tants who work out of their homes.

These are also self-generated jobs, but
with the tendency to a broader outlook
in which their owners are closer to the
“classical” entrepreneur, with their or -
ganizational capacity, business sense,
etc. These are “medium-level busi-
nessmen.” From the sociological point
of view, these economic actors have

been classified as “the entrepreneurial
middle class.”6

In brief, in some cases, micro- and
small businesses are subsistence stra -
tegies or temporary employment, while
in other cases, they correspond to pro -
jects with more integral, long-range
visions that require financial and
technical support for their consolida-
tion. These projects can be come sta-
ble, successful productive units and,
therefore, may be a viable alternative
in an economy with high degrees
of structural unemployment such as
Mex ico’s.

LOW CAPITAL INVESTMENT

AND RESTRICTED ACCESS TO

FINANCIAL MARKETS

It is interesting to note that even in
developed economies, micro- and small
businesses also face obstacles to their
entry into bank financing systems.
For example, in Canada, development
banks are considered abso lutely in dis -
pensable institutions for supporting

small businesses so that they can play
an effective role in growth and social
well-being. However, small businesses
systematically face difficulties in get-
ting loans since most of the commer-
cial banks’ money goes to large corpo-
rations.7

To foster the long growth cycle that
led to the Asian Pacific econo mies’
in dustrialization and modernization,
their governments encouraged long-
term pro  grams that gave preferential
credit to small companies. In South
Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore,
etc., state banks contributed decisive-
ly to industrialization by providing sta-
ble, long-term loans to small and medi-
um-sized companies.8 An illustrative
example is the Financial Corporation for
the Small Company in Japan. Founded
in 1953, this corporation granted long-
term loans to small and medium-sized
companies to be used for acquiring in -
s tallations and equipment.9

In the case of Mexico, micro- and
small businesses generally have little
capital and very limited or absolutely
no access to financial markets. We
should remember that since 1994,
fi nancial support for businesses has
dropped 91 percent. Five years ago,
in 1996, more than 136,000 compa-
nies were granted loans; by 2000,
only 12,000 had been so favored.10

This is crucial for understand ing how
these kinds of companies have devel-
oped novel me chanisms for fi nanc -
 ing and have built informal markets
through intermediaries like com mu -
nity savings funds, local savings and
loan associations and credit unions.
The universe of micro-, small and me -
 dium-sized businesses is a natural
sphere of action for financing by de -
 v elopment institutions and the so cial
banking system.
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GOVERNMENT LOAN PROGRAMS

ARE INSUFFICIENT

Recently, the new Vicente Fox admin-
istration defined its strategic objec -
 ti ve of strengthening production and
employ ment, both very hard hit by
the 1994-1995 financial and produc-
tive crisis. The administration defined
five overall lines of action:

1) Access to credit;
2) deregulation;
3) support for exports;
4) the creation and strengthening

of productive chains; and
5) coordination among government

bodies linked to economic growth
and development.

The government’s emphasis on
how urgent it is to reconstruct the
fabric of production to make it more
efficient, competitive and capable of
stimulating economic growth is no -
ticeable in its diagnosis of the situa-
tion. To achieve this end, it gives im -
portant space to the performance of
the country’s micro-, small and medi-
um-sized companies.

In that context, President Fox an -
nounced the “Social Bank and Micro-
credits” program, with its initial fund
of 1.2 billion pesos, of which 800 mil-
lion pesos come from the National
Fund for the Support of Solidarity Com -
panies (Fonaes), and the rest from the
Mi n istries of Economy and Finance.
It is hoped that the loans will go out
to more than a million companies and
will ensure the self-employment of 1.3
mi llion Mexicans.

To that end, the federal govern-
ment has established the prerequisite
that the companies operating in the
informal sector of the economy must

make the decision to become part of
the formal sector. This will give them
a “boarding pass” for loans. In addi-
tion, they will be given access to vital
input and other governmental support
like discounts in utility rates, special
tax brackets and access to lists of gov-
ernment suppliers.

To implement the program, the fe d -
eral government will be using the com -
munity savings associations and credit
unions as its main conduit for granting
loans, particularly to the changarros or
“hole-in-the-wall” businesses that feed
Mexico’s extensive informal economy.
The program has been given the Holly -
 wood-esque slogan of “Own your own
dream.” 

The country’s chambers of com-
merce and industry do not share Mr.
Fox’s proverbial optimism about the
whole project and have pointed to
the high cost of the loans. In effect,
micro-financing agencies —mainly
community savings associations and
credit unions— will be given the funds
at an interest rate determined by fed-
eral treasury certificate (Cetes) earn-
ings (which came to 15 percent at the
beginning of April 2001) plus one point.
The loans will be made to the compa-
nies themselves at from 2.5 to 6 per-
cent a month,11 which makes for more
than 30 percent a year in interest, mak -
ing the cost of these loans equivalent
to that of commercial banks. 

The advantage of the program,
however, is that it practically elimi-
nates the collateral requirement, allow -
ing access to formal financing to firms
that would not otherwise have it. It
also would free micro- and small busi -
nessmen from the loan sharks in the
informal credit market, who loan money

at 5 percent a day! (A typical example
of this are the loans available at Mex -
ico City’s central market.) 

Mexico City’s Federal District gov-
ernment is attempting to present its
own alternative to President Fox’s pro -
posals: it has also announced a “Micro-
credit Program” of 100 million pesos
for the year 2001. This program’s stat-
ed objectives are to increase the num-
ber of jobs and turn micro-companies
into small companies, contri buting in
the long term to the consolidation of the
city’s patrimony. Mexico City Mayor
Andrés Manuel López Obra dor’s pro-
posal is to earmark 70 mi llion pesos for
micro-credits and 30 million for small
businesses.

Most of the loans will not exceed
2,500 pesos (about U.S.$250) and will
go to the small family and subsistence
businesses that proliferate in the infor-
mal economy. The repayment periods
are extremely short: 16 weeks with a
fixed weekly rate of 0.7 percent, or 33.6
percent annually. It is true, therefore,
that the program has very high financ-
ing costs, putting it on the same level
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as the commercial banking system, but
these tiny businesses have no access to
those kinds of loans. Loan candidates
will be all those people who were pre-
viously already organized, whose groups
will act as co-signers.

An important chapter in the feder-
al government’s financial reform is the
creation of a single legal framework
for the intermediaries of the “popular”
banking system. Currently, the lack of
legislation has meant that the 600 in -
termediaries in this banking sector have
no security deposits to guarantee the
savings of thousands of Mexicans who
put their money into these institu-
tions.12 The legislation approved in
May by the Congress requires such
deposits. Since many savings associa-
tions do not have the wherewithal to
comply with this sti pulation, the Fi -
nance Ministry will begin the sector’s
reorganization with a first step: a one-
time Finance Ministry endowment to
create the savings association insur-
ance fund. In addition, the new legis-
lation establishes a framework for the
prudential regulation and su per vision
that will guarantee depositors’ savings.
This is particularly important given
the recent failure of several of these
associations due to fraud that left thou -
sands of depositors with nothing.

CONCLUSIONS

The two new loan programs mentio n -
ed have the merit of recognizing the
existence and the economic contribu-
tion of micro-, small and medium-sized
companies. Nevertheless, their scope
is very limited in two ways. First, the
overall sum they will be offering the
small business community is very li -
mited: Fox’s 1.2 billion-peso program

represents less than 1 percent of the
140 billion-peso increase in revenues
that the federal government hopes for
with its controversial “distributive fis-
cal reform.” Secondly, the costs of the
loans are quite high. 

However, we can anticipate that the
micro-credits will have positive effects
given the total absence of other re sources
available to micro- and small business-
es. At the same time, the pro grams will
stimulate Mexico’s credit markets in
general by showing that the projects fi -
nanced are viable. Micro- and small busi -
nesses will be able to show that they
are profitable and, as such, should be
eligible for commercial credit. 

Probably the most important factor
in the whole plan will be the change in
legislation on the social banking system
which will facilitate its reorganization
as an alternative for savings and loans
for the enormous world of micro-busi-
nesses and for large sectors of low-in -
come Mexican working people.
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W
hat do Mexican taxis have
in common with the Inter -
net? Instead of a virtual

chat room, imagine a kind of mobile
discursive space where you can step
in and out of a collective conversation
about the topics of the day.  And the
server is the taxi driver himself (“su ser -
vidor”), an amateur ethnographer of his
own culture and self-appointed story -
teller. Sound like a novel?

Some years ago I realized that when -
ever I took a taxi in Mexico, I would
learn more about what was going on
locally and even nationally than from
any other single source. Sometimes the
conversations were so engaging that it
was hard to get out of the taxi. Once I
had tapped the driver’s wealth of in -
formation and opinion, it wasn’t easy to
stop the flow, and I would find myself
still listening at each stage of trying to
exit the cab —even standing at the
open door to hear the end of the story.
I was especially taken with taxi drivers’
gift for storytelling and the love of

conversation that often overpowered
the urgency of looking for work and
keeping the taxi moving. And so began
my relationship with taxis and the
ethno  graphic research for my bilingual
book, Por el espejo retrovisor/Through
the Rearview Mirror, which at some
point during the process of writing
turned into a novel.

The book was published last fall in
Mexico, but I am continually remind-
ed that it isn’t really finished. Nor is it
really mine. In Mexico it seems that
everyone has had experience with taxis,
and most have their own stories to add

Through the Rearview Mirror
Reflections on Ethnography from 
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to the collection. I especially enjoy tel -
ling taxi drivers about the book to see
what reaction I will get. They are almost
always eager to tell me their stories,
and usually do so with great style and
passion. In the words of one taxista:

“I’ve been driving taxis for 23 years. I

have lived some incredible stories. If

I told them, they would leave you with

your mouth open and your eyes wide.

If I were to write a journal, for example,

people just wouldn’t believe it. They

would say it was a novel.”

In both its ethnographic and fictio n -
al aspects, this book was and clearly
still is a collective project. Its themes
invoke universal yet profoundly per-
sonal experiences of conversation and
storytelling from within the anony-
mous but intimate space of the taxi.

Everyone talks about the danger of
hailing taxis on the street, especially the
green and white “bochos” that are
the most economical and prevalent.
I have heard all kinds of stories and I
generally warn my students not to take
them.  However, I often find myself in a
position where I need to get somewhere
quickly and these taxis are the easiest
solution at hand. I have never had a
bad experience with them, nor even
failed to have a great conversation.
Re cently I got in one of these taxis with
my 83-year-old mother, and thought
to myself that this could be the time
that would justify all those admoni-
tions. Statistically it was bound to hap -

pen sometime. But we were soon in -
volved in a wonderful conversation
about the meaning of life and reli-
gion, and I mentioned my book. Sud -
denly the car broke down and the driv -
er managed to pull to the side of the
busy six-lane highway. After getting
out and inspecting the engine, he came
back shaking his head to give us the
news. “I’m so very sorry, señora, but
you will have to take another taxi,” he
said as he helped us out of the car. He
then hurried to flag down a taxi and
led us across the street, holding the

traffic while we passed. After making
sure that we were settled, he shook
his head and apologized again, adding
“What a pity, we were having such a
wonderful conversation.” He seemed
to have forgotten his stalled car, the
heavy traffic, and the general struggle
to make ends meet in his disappoint-
ment over the loss of the conversation.

There are special moments of en -
counter in a taxi —moments that are
so vivid that they become suspended
in a kind of fictional bubble that can
be replayed and reread in the mind as
if outside of time. Although the con-
versation is moving through the very
real traffic and topics of daily life, these
“freeze-frame” moments seem to envel -
op it all —the research, the writing, the
casual conversation about the book—
in a larger fictional field; as though it
were all part of a novel. On one recent
occasion I had again taken my chances
with a “bo cho” taxi, although not with-

out precautions. As I got in, a Mex -
ican friend of mine said loudly not to
worry, that she had written down the
driver’s ID number. The taxista smiled
at me in the mirror and sighed. “Ah,
señora, we all have to pay for the sins
of a few, no?” That began a warm and
animated conversation without need
of an introduction. He talked of his
life as a taxi driver and I told him about
my book. He was fascinated and began
to tell some of his own stories that
could have been included. Suddenly
he paused to look at me in the mirror.
“What is the title of your book, señora?”
he asked. “Through the Rearview Mi r -
ror,” I answered smiling. His eyes lit
up as we met in the mirror with the
shared understanding that both of us
were part of a larger story. The threads
of connection between us were stronger
at that moment than our obvious dif-
ferences. I have learned from these en -
counters to take seriously the phrase
on the side mirror, Objects in the mi r -
ror are closer than they appear. 

But perhaps I should start at the
begin ning of the story. The project
be gan in the early 1990s as an ethno-
graphic one, a study of the lives of taxi
drivers in a small provincial city in cen-
tral Mexico.  Three students went with
me to Mexico and we talked to many
different groups related to the taxi busi -
ness. We took a lot of taxis. Through
casual conversations we heard their
opinions on the topics of the day and
collected their stories. Over the next
several years I returned to Mexico often
and the conversations continued. As
time went on, the stories began to
take on the shape of fiction and the
project grew organically as a disciplin -
ary hybrid, fertilized by my interests
in current theoretical discussions of
representing culture in both literature
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and ethnography. In recent decades,
there has been rising interest in writ-
ing from the border regions between
traditional disciplines. The socio-litera -
ture of testimonial narrative has found
itself alongside oral history, journalis-
tic and ethnographic fiction and other
collaborative interdisciplinary texts.
The multiple perspectives, fragmented
narrative and metafictitious self-exami -
nation that characterize much of post -
modern writing raise questions about
who should tell the stories, with what
authority and for whom. The process
of writing is re vealed in these texts
and the reader is invited to participate
in the construction of the narrative.
Even in formal academic writing the
challenge has been not only to write
the definitive interpretation of the text
or object studied, but also to examine
the influence of one’s own perspec-
tive in the process. 

These multiple visions and meta-
commentary have become common
markers of postmodern literature and
have also impacted ethnographic writ -
ing. The essays in Writing Cul ture,1

for instance, look at ethnographic dis-
course through the lens of literary
textual analysis, developing new mod-
els of postmodern ethnography. Ka ma -
la Visweswaran writes more recently
in her Fictions of Feminist Ethno gra -
phy2 about the close ties between lit-
erary forms and anthropological writ-
ing; discussing both the fictions of
ethnography and the idea of fiction as
ethnography.  In her essay “Betrayal,”
she uses a dramaturgical form as a way
of revealing and even subverting rela-
tions of power by exposing their un -
folding in the telling of the story. The
writer is on stage with the actors, con -
s tructing and deconstructing her text
as we read.  

The focus of traditional ethno gra -
phy was to interpret another culture,
to translate it for the understanding and
elucidation of the mo dern world. To
“organize the chaotic reality” as Bro -
nislaw Malinowski said, “subordinat-
ing it to the laws of scien ce.”3 Post -
modern ethnography, in the words of
Stephen Tyler, privileges discourse and
dialogue over text and monologue,
and emphasizes the cooperative and
collaborative nature of the study over
the ideology of the transcendental
observer. The ethnographer tries to

un derstand another culture through
the eyes and experiences of the peo-
ple of that culture. The story that is
written is a dialogue between the vi -
sion from within the culture of the
“informants” and the observations
from without by the ethnographer.
The text that emerges is a weaving of
the story of a culture, the story of the
experience of the ethnographer in writ -
ing the text, and the reflection of the
identity of the latter on the text. It is a
discursive experience. James Clifford
suggests that culture is a relational con -
cept, “an inscription of communicative
pro cesses that exist historically be tween
subjects in relations of power.”4 It is a
montage of voices and conversations,
a continually present dialogue. Instead
of fixed points of observing and being
observed, it is a discursive space that
is mobile and relational. 

A symbol par excellence of this mo -
bile discursive space is the ubiquitous

taxi that is found in the very center of
daily life in many parts of Latin Amer -
ica. Since many Mexicans don’t own
cars, they must rely heavily on public
transportation, and taxis make up as
much as half of the traffic on the street
in towns such as the one represented
in the book. As storytellers and guides
to the cultural landscape, taxi drivers
often become im portant mediators of
information and opinion. There seems
to be a natural forum in the taxi busi-
ness for exchange of information and
opinion, a kind of collective conversa-

tion that keeps its finger on the pulse
of the times and the continual con-
struction of Mexican identities. Often
leading multiple lives, taxistas repre-
sent many walks of life, and working
as they do at the crossroads of a cul-
ture, they become entangled in the
unfolding dramas of all sectors of so -
ciety. Perhaps also a mariachi, teacher,
cam pesino, mechanic, butcher, former
gymnast, soccer coach, fisherman, or
small businessman, for example, they
may become involved in adventures
of romantic intrigue, kidnapping, po -
litical corruption, prostitution, robbery,
as well as performing small acts of
kindness and heroism in the daily life
of their community. For some, driving
a taxi is a transition, a temporary sub-
stitute for something else that has
failed. Or perhaps a way to make a lit-
tle extra money on the side during a
lean period. For others, it is a way of
life, a constant, at times desperate, strug -
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gle to survive. “Times are hard, seño-
ra”, I heard over and over, followed by
the familiar refrain “Esto ya no es ne -
gocio” (You can’t make money at this
anymore). A few seem to enjoy a rea-
sonably good income and they appre-
ciate the freedom their job offers them.
What ever their experience, taxistas are
there in the middle of modern life;
observing, listen ing, interpreting and
telling stories.

Over a number of years I collected
stories, conversations, opinions and cul -
tural interpretations from my behind-

the-wheel ethnographic partners. Not
only did I quickly become aware of
their positions as ethnographers with-
in their own culture, I also realized that
I was often their captive informant as
well as a traveling reader of their sto-
ries. When faced with the question of
how to write my book, it became clear
that I would not be able to leave the
back seat of the taxi. The ethnograph-
er/author doubles as both director of
the play and actor in it, seeing her own
image reflected in the rearview mirror
as she tries to write about the other. 

Frederic Jameson writes about a
kind of self-observation in the process
of interpreting another culture. As
we struggle to understand the other, we
end up interpreting our own culture
and the position from which we are
observing. The text comments on its
own commentary. Clifford also refers
to this metacommentary in his discus -
sion of reflective ethnography, which

“encounters the other in relation to
itself, while seeing itself as other.”5

Thus, in postmodern or self-reflecti ve
ethnography, the rhe toric of objecti -
vity of traditional ethnography gives
way to autobiography and ironic self-
portrait. 

This reflective experience of writ-
ing ethnography can be personally pro -
found. One sees one’s own otherness
reflected in the eyes of the other. I am
other because they see me as such.
The look of the other defines us, as
Sartre said. But I am also other be -

cause I am no longer the same person
as before. The encounter transforms
me and I leave my own fingerprints
on the situation that I study. Vincent
Crapanzano discusses the paradox of
the ethnographer like that of the trans -
lator, of trying to make the foreign
familiar, while still preserving its very
foreignness. But what happens when
the foreign ceases to seem foreign?
When the ethnographer finds her own
place in the conversations and com-
plex relationships of another culture,
does she stop translating? Or does she
begin to translate herself?  In Mexico
I have discovered an “other” in myself,
a part of me that has a different voice
and sees a different image in the mir-
ror.  “We are all others,” wrote a friend
of mine in a song. “Todos somos otros
— los otros, nos-otros, vos-otros...”6 We
study the other to discover our own
otherness. We recognize (or re-cognize)
ourselves in the mirror of another cul-

ture. Through the intimate dialogue
with that culture, subject and object
are confused and the writer becomes
a character in her own work.

While riding around in taxis re -
search ing the book, I couldn’t escape
the feeling of being in a postmodern
novel infused with the magical-literary
quality of daily life in Mexico. Every -
thing was always already there; the frag -
mentation and multivocality of the text,
the mobile discursive perspectives, the
absent center signified by the mirror
in which the reader’s image is reflect-
ed, the commodification of everything,
the encounter with the other and con -
tinued re-fashioning of identity against
the backdrop of late capitalist econom-
ic relations. I wrote about what I saw
and heard and the stories I was told.
I also imagined other stories. But my
imagination could never outdo the wild
inventions of reality in Mexico. And my
informants/literary characters moved
easily back and forth across the hazy
border between ethnography and fic-
tion so as to confound even the author.
A few real-life characters inserted them -
selves into the story. One such char-
acter, already legendary in the town,
hardly needed literary embellishment
to make her “well-rounded” or “fleshed
out.” In the early stages of the project,
when I had three students working
with me on the research, the two male
students went with a Mexican friend
of mine to a late night hangout in the
red light district of the town, known
as the “Zona de tolerancia”. (There is
even a bus route called “foco rojo”
—“red light”— whose final destina-
tion is the famous “Las Vegas” of the
town.) A popular place for taxi drivers
to gather after work, we were told in no
uncertain terms that the only women
who entered there were “going to
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work”, so we decided that only the men
would go. When they entered the bar,
a woman, who they later learned was
the senior prostitute, quickly greeted
them. “Did you come to interview me?”
She asks them. “Everyone does, you
know.” So what could I do? I had no
choice but to let her into my book.

After the book was published, anoth-
er real-life character (a mariachi-ta xis -
ta) walked into a store to buy a copy of
the book, asking for a discount because
he was in it. I would not be too surprised
if Zapata himself appeared to claim his
very real part in the story. Some taxis-
tas have since told me that I left an
important story out of the book, the one
about the phantom passenger. As the
story goes, along a certain stretch of
road leading out of town a mysterious

woman stops taxis to catch a ride. Later
when the driver turns to talk to her, she
has vanished. Whether or not she is
“real” is less important to them than
the truth of the story, of which they
were all convinced. I have often felt
like that phantom passenger, imagining
my way in and out of taxis and blurring
the lines of definition between the actu-
al and the possible, the text and the
pretext. The book has grown beyond its
covers now, to be revised and retold
with each new encounter in a taxi. I find
it hard to resist raising my hand to catch
just one more ride, one more conversa-
tion through the rearview mirror. The
reflections in that mirror help us see
pictures of who we are, framed against
the backdrop of where we’re going. Our
realities and our dreams are reflected in

the eyes of others. We see them as they
see us, our eyes meeting in the mirror in
the very act of seeing. 

NOTES
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Ethnography (Berkeley: University of Cali fornia
Press, 1986).
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Ethnography (Minneapolis: University of Mi n -
nesota Press, 1994).
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5 Ibid., p. 23.

6 Gray Cox, “Todos somos otros”, 1990, unpub-
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D
iscrimination is an asymmetri-
cal relationship of dominan ce,
that is, a political relationship.

Any strategy for reducing discri mina -
tory practices in Mexico must start off
from that simple, often under estimat ed,
fact. Therefore, any means of fighting
against the different forms of discrimi-
nation in Mexico must first comply
with the obvious but essential prereq-
uisite of recognizing that it exists, that
it is widespread and that it is part of

the most deeply rooted representations
among the population.

The fact that discrimination is prac -
ticed in those areas that scholars con-
sider “private” or “non-public,” like the
work place or the family, creates the illu -
sion that its reduction should be sought
mainly through education or the trans -
formation of value systems, without in -
volving legal and political action by the
state. That illusion has solid reasons
for existing. In contrast with forms of
behavior that damage people’s physi-
cal integrity, property or legitimate eco -
nomic expectations, discriminatory acts
seem to remain in the terrain of sym-

bolic relationships, subjective attitudes
or even in the area of freedom of ex pres -
sion and opinion. The central issue,
then, is not whether discrimination is
a fantasy, but whether in public life it
frequently becomes “in visible” given the
legal order de fined by liberal abstract
universalism.

This is particularly true in the Mex -
ican case, in which the Constitution
ex pressly prohibits all differentiated
treatment for citizens by public bodies
in the definition of their individual and
citizens’ rights.1 Nevertheless, with the
exception of what Article 4 stipulates
—that is, the multicultural nature of
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the Mexican nation and the equality of
men and women— other forms of dis-
crimination, like those based on ethnic
origin, being physically challenged or
sexual preference, are not explicitly
prohibited. For that reason, acts of dis-
crimination seem to be above all prac-
tices of civil society whose nature makes
them very difficult not only to prose-
cute, but even to formulate as crimes.
In Mexico, if the differences in treat-
ment that implies disparaging vulnera-
ble social groups are not prohibited in
legislation, discriminatory practices
will only be seen as forms of cultural
backwardness or community inertia, but
not as serious deficiencies in the legal-
political order.

Even though including discrimina-
tion in the law is a demand for justice,
the problems arising out of the broad
gamut of discriminatory practices can-
not be overcome if legal action against
them is limited to the formulation of
“negative” rights, that is, the right to
protection vis-à-vis the action of other
individuals or the state. Together with
these “negative” protections, a strate-
gy of affirmative action must be estab-
lished by the state for the develop-
ment of the basic capacities of social
groups vulnerable to discrimination.

For that reason, the fight against
discrimination must be taken on as a
variation of what Amartya Sen has
con ceptualized as the struggle for free-
dom. According to Sen, “Attention is
thus paid particularly to the expansion
of the ‘capabilities’ of persons to lead
the kind of lives they value —and have
reason to value. These capabilities can
be enhanced by public policy, but also,
on the other side, the direction of pub-
lic policy can be influenced by the
effective use of participatory capabili-
ties by the public.”2 Government pro-

motion of the abilities of vulnerable
groups makes it possible to protect
them against society’s undervaluing
them and also —and this is probably
more important— to equip them as
citizens with a sense of self-respect,
able in time to demand the respect of

others for their rights. In this sense,
affirmative action must lead to the
empowerment of these groups. In this
way, discrimination must be made vis-
ible in our legislation not only to pun-
ish it, but also to compensate for the
damage suffered by groups subjected
to it and to prevent further discrimina-
tory practices through both education
and the fear of legal penalty.

An example that contrasts with the
Mexican case but is revealing in terms
of the political nature of discrimina-
tion is the civil rights struggle in the
United States in the 1960s and part of
the 1970s. There, explicitly citing dis-
crimination in the law in some states
opened the way for the Supreme
Court to come to very concrete deci-

sions that led to a political process of
social, educational and employment in -
tegration that had consequences that
are still felt and that opposed the prac-
tices, traditions and values of some spe -
cific communities.

For that reason, even though it is
true that the different forms of dis-
crimination are intertwined with his-
torically established cultural practices
that are difficult to change, they should
be seen above all as a series of politi-
cal practices that can be fought through
legislation, education and the social-
ization of the values of reciprocity and
mutual recognition. No single strategy
will be effective for attacking discrim-
inatory practices. But, since it is fun-
damentally a political problem, it is
necessary to change the legal frame-
work, not only so it can show up dis-
crimination, but also to allow for the
state to protect vulnerable groups. 

Acts of discrimination are direct
violations of basic human rights. Ar -
ticle 1 of the United Nations’ Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, signed
in 1948, clearly stipulates the univer-
sality of freedom, equality and human
dignity.3 If we define discrimination as
differentiated treatment that tramples
human dignity even if hidden behind
formal respect for freedoms and legal
or political equality, we would have to
say that a society does not offer real
protection for an individual’s inalien-
able rights as long as it permits discri m -
inatory practices to occur.

In practice, differentiated treatment
based on discrimination sooner or later
leads to limitations on fundamental
freedoms and unequal political and
legal treatment, just as the absence of
civil rights and legal and political equal -
ity foments discrimination against the
most vulnerable groups in society. Dis -

The problems arising 

out of the broad 

gamut of discriminatory

practices cannot be 

overcome if legal action

against them is limited 

to the formulation of 

“negative” rights.
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crimination is part of the spiral of
authoritarian domination since it tends
to stigmatize social groups, specific prac -
tices and world views and to lead to
the cancellation of their rights and civic,
legal and political guarantees. The con -
verse is equally true: the existence of
politically authoritarian societies is the
ideal breeding ground for discrimina-
tory practices.

The Universal Declaration of Hu -
man Rights has become an insuffi-
cient basis upon which to defend the
demand for the respect for human
dignity. As a model, it was based, of
course, on the triumvirate of rights
(civil, political and social) that charac-
terized the model of social and de -
mocratic rule of law that reached its
normative zenith in the 1980s. Never -
theless, the demands by ethnic groups,
women, the differently enabled and
those with non-conventional sexual
orientations that they be recognized
has made the fight against discrimina-
tion a kind of contemporary version of
the civil rights movement. That is how
Nicola Matteucci sees it, for example,
when she says, “It is significant that,
while the trend in our century and the
last [speaking of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries] seems dominat-
ed by the struggle for social rights, we
are now seeing conversely an upsurge
in the battle for civil rights.”4

This judgement is acceptable as
long as we remember that a great part
of this new battle is for a new genera-
tion of civil rights, such as the recog -
nition of non-conventional sexual ori-
entations or ecological rights.

In that sense, any debate in Mex ico
on a constitutional amendment expre s s -
ly prohibiting discriminatory acts should
take into account the fact that the
United Nations is on the brink of for-

mulating its own declaration on dis -
crimination. This is a good political op -
portunity to make our le gal steps for-
ward in this matter coincide with the
explicit, militant support of an in ter -
national charter of the right to equal
treatment and redress for harm caused
by discrimination. In Sep tember 2001,
the World Con fe ren ce Against Racism,
Racial Discri mina tion, Xenophobia and
Related Into lerance will be held in
South Africa. The conference will pro -
bably produce a universal declaration
conceiving the protection against dis-
crimination as a human right that re -
quires protection and promotion by
United Nations member states.

The ideal scenario would be that
public debate in Mexico about consti-
tutional protection against the differ-
ent forms of discrimination es ta blish
its priorities, local tasks and arguments
based on our national experience and
that, therefore, its conclusions be de -
fended in the UN conference. In this
way the oft-repeated experience of the
Mexican government accepting inter-

national conventions without the na -
tion’s po litical forces really making their
topics a priority could be avoided.

A political discussion and even a
constitutional amendment prior to the
international debate on discrimination
would reverse the usual order of events
with regard to the treaties Mexico has
signed in the past. In the first place,
that kind of prior discussion would
establish the political and legal condi-
tions needed to ensure that the inter-
national agreement would not just be
a general declaration with no specific
consequences, preparing its applica-
tion in the different laws it would have
to be included in. In the second place,
it would make Mexico’s signing the
convention a demand based on do mes -
tic policy and not, as is often the case,
a kind of external imposition whose
only actors seem to be the diplomats
familiar with it. And finally, making
domestic and international law jibe
would give greater normative strength
to the fight to end the different forms
of discrimination in Mexico.
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Attempting to create a constitutio n -
al amendment and different regulato-
ry laws dealing with discrimination is
a way of defending the idea that a just
political system must preserve the rights
of minorities from abuse by the major -
ity. This idea was formulated almost
simultaneously by Alexis de Tocque -
ville and John Stuart Mill in the mid-
nineteenth century. Mill of fered up an
argument that could be applied with
almost no modification to the current
Mexican situation:

The notion that people have no need

to limit their power over themselves

might seem axiomatic, when popular

government was a thing only dreamed

about....In time, however, a democrat-

ic republic came to occupy a large por-

tion of the earth’s surface....The will of

the people, moreover, practically means

the will of the most numerous or the

most active part of the people, the ma -

jority....The people, consequently, may

desire to oppress a part of their num-

ber, and precautions are as much need-

ed against this as against any other

abuse of power.5

The achievement of a democratic
regimen necessarily poses the prob-
lem that the majority may try to use its
now recognized strength to dominate
the minorities. The establishment of
constitutional limits on the action of the
majority and the corresponding spe-
cial protections for minorities are the
only way of avoiding the risk of a “tyran -
ny of the majority.” Even in a de mo c -
racy, the problem does not lie so much
in the majorities’ trodding on the mi -
norities’ rights beca use of inertia or to
further vested interests, but in the
depth of passionate feelings like racial
hatred, homophobia or sexism.6

Discrimination is fed by social pas-
sions long nurtured in a nation’s polit-
ical culture, passions like racism, sex-
ism, the rejection of non-con ventional
sexual identities and a disproportion-
ate sense of the majority groups’ self-
worth. That is why educational and cul -
tural efforts and all attempts to con vince

will be insufficient in re ducing discri m -
ination if they are not regulated and
guided by a profound legal and politi-
cal reform capable of dealing with it
for what it is: a violation of fundamen-
tal human rights.

NOTES

1 For example, Article 1 of the Constitution
guarantees protection for everyone without
exception; Articles 6 and 7 guarantee freedom
of expression and of the press; Article 24, reli-
gious freedom and freedom of conscience;
Articles 13 and those that follow, the rights
guaranteed under the rule of law; and Article
35, citizens’ political rights, such as the right
to vote and be voted into office. Article 4 is a
special case in that it explicitly states the spe-
cial protection for the languages, customs,
and forms of organization of indigenous peo-
ples. Nevertheless, until now, this article has
not been regulated in law to ensure its imple-
mentation in specific circumstances and, of
course, to punish its not being respected.

2 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New
York: Anchor Books, 1999), p. 18.

3 The article reads, “All human beings are born
free and equal in dignity and rights. They are
endowed with reason and conscience and
should act towards one another in a spirit of
brotherhood.” Article 7 explicitly prohibits dis-
crimination, saying, “All are equal before the
law and are entitled without any discrimination
to equal protection of the law. All are entitled to
equal protection against any discrimination in
violation of this Declaration and against any in -
citement to such discrimination.”

4 Nicola Matteucci, “Derechos del hombre,” N.
Matteucci and N. Bobbio, eds., Diccio na rio de
política, vol. 1 (Mexico City: Siglo XXI Edito res,
1987), p. 516.

5 John Stuart Mill, “On Liberty,” On Liberty and
Other Essays (Oxford: World’s Classics, Oxford
University Press, 1991), pp. 7-8.

6 This idea that the attacks by majorities on
minorities are guided in many cases by pas-
sions and not only by interests appears in Jon
Elster, “Majority Rule and Individual Rights,”
Stephen Shute and Susan Hurley, eds., On
Human Rights, The Oxford Amnesty Lectures
1993 (New York: Basic Books, 1993).

In a symbolic ceremony outside Mexico City’s Fine Arts Palace, gay and lesbian couples were “married,” February
14, 2001.
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T
he last two decades of the twen -
tieth century saw thousands
of poblanos —people from the

state of Puebla— arrive in New York.
Little by little, the Big Apple took in
people born in Chinantla, Chia utla,
Piax tla, Ahuehuetitla, Tul cingo del Valle,
Chitela, Teco matlan, Tehuitzingo and
many, many more towns from Puebla
and surrounding states.

I would like to reflect here about
this population flow. While it began
in the 1940s, its expansion changed
life in the places of origin and day-to-
day existence in destinations like the
state of New York and several coun-
ties in New Jersey and Connecticut.

The road from the Mixtec area of
Puebla to New York is long and dan-
gerous. You have to cross most of Mex -
ico, stay for a while in the border city
where you have a contact (usually Ti -
juana), pay a large sum of money in
dollars and take your chances, risking
your life to cross the border, trying to
avoid immigration officials, to illegally
enter the United States. And all this,
in the hope of finding in New York the
good fortune so ardently desired by
many and so harshly won by so few.

Oral history has it that a single fa m -
ily started out on this route in the late
1930s, but it was almost 40 years later
when migration of poblanos to New York
became a clear social, demographic,
economic and political trend. All of
this has been dealt with by experts in

the question like Ro berto Smith of
Co lumbia University —whom I met
in New York— who has been studying
this migration for many years.

U.S. census data shows how New
York has become a top priority des ti -
 na  tion for Mexicans. The census, in
ad di  tion to reporting the size of the pop -
ula  tion, its socio-demographic cha  rac -
ter istics and territorial distribution, also
has political and economic functions,
as Víctor Arriaga says, “determin ing the
number of congres s-persons from each
state, the number of votes in the Elec -
toral College and the apportionment
of almost U.S.$38 billion [in 1990] in
federal funding to the states and cities
for education, health and housing.”1

An item in the census gives us the rate
of inclusion of Mexicans when each

Late Twentieth Century Migration
Poblanos in New York

Luz María Valdés*

* Researcher at the UNAM Humanities
Coordinating Department.
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person who identifies him- or herself as
Mexican is automatically inc lu ded in
the group designated as “Hispa nics,”
where their origin is specified.

The 1990census registered 22,354,059
Hispanicsinthe United States, 13,495,938,
or 60 percent, of whom were of Mex -
ican origin.2 The 2000 census registered
39.2 million Hispanics. If the propor-
tion remains the same, this would mean
that today there are 22 million persons
of Mex ican origin or descent in the
United States, that is, the equivalent
of all the Hispanics in 1990. If we then
add in the undocumented migrants
—not included in the census— and
the natural population increase in re -
cent years, we would get a much higher
number, possibly close to 30 million.

According to the 1970 census, New
York was not a favorite destination of
Mexican migrants, who were concen-
trated mainly in California (41 per-
cent) and Texas (35 percent), and to a
lesser extent in Arizona (5 percent),
Illinois (3.5 percent), New Mexico (2.6
percent) Colorado (2.3 percent), Mi chi -
gan (1.4 percent), Washington (0.7
percent) and Florida (0.5 percent).

However, between 1970 and 1980,
migration to New York increased, a
trend which has continued until today.
In 1980, there were 39,000 persons
of Mexican origin in New York State,
while ten years later, the 1990 census
registers 93,244. This makes for an aver -
age yearly in crease of 8.8 percent.
Just as New York became a new desti -
nation for Mexicans, in the 1980s there
was also an increase in states like Ore -
gon, Nevada and Kansas. Only Ne va -
da registered a higher rate of increase
in that decade. In 1980, then, the Mex -
ican population in the United States
began to be redistributed due to a
change in migratory flows.

Today, according to the 2000 cen-
sus, New York has 2,867,583 Hispa -
nics, or 15 percent of the state po p -
ulation; in 1990, they represented
only 12 percent. New Jersey registered
1,117,191 Hispanics in 2000, 13.3 per -
cent of the population, whereas in 1990,
they constituted only 9.5 percent. If
the proportion of Mexicans among the
Hispanic population re mains the same
as it was in 1990, this means that there
are now 114,703 Mexicans there, a fi g -
ure that shows an important underes-
timation of this group in that part of
the country, which may be due to the
fact that, to protect themselves, un doc -
umented migrants tend to avoid being
counted in the census.

In 1992, I witnessed the return of
73 undocumented workers who were
deported to Tijuana by plane by im mi -
gration officials. That was a Thursday;
the following Monday, 69 of these
people reported for work in the U.S.

RESEARCH ON THIS MIGRATORY FLOW

For more detailed information on the
migratory flows, we have data from my
1991 research project which was gath-
ered from two sources: first, Mexico’s
Consulate General office in New York
which gave me access to almost 2,000
personal files of people who request-
ed proof of nationality so they could
return to Mexico; and second, a month-
long survey done among 340 individu-
als in different parts of the city.

COMPOSITION OF THE SAMPLE

In the early 1990s, the presence of
Mexicans in the whole city became
more and more visible, prompting re -
search into the ones entering New
York illegally.

During my research, I observed that
services are in the hands of Mex icans,
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Jobs in Mexico and New York and Educational Levels

Mexico New York Junior High School 
Level or More

Managers 1 1 1
Professionals 6 1 1
Technicians 9 5 4
Office clerks 3 5 4
Semi-skilled services 15 138 80
Agricultural jobs 8 16 17
Commerce and artisans 37 26 12
Non-skilled agricultural,
commerce and service jobs 121 94 53
Armed forces 6
Students 99 4 —
Housewives 21 21 —

Total 326 311 172

Source: Taken from the 1991 survey on employment done by the author.
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particularly domestic and gardening
services. In a great many vegetable,
fruit and flower shops, the sales per-
sonnel are Mexican and the owners,
Korean. Corner flower vendors who ex -
hibited their wares in supermarket carts
were Mexican, as well as dry clean ers’
employees and waiters in innumerable
restaurants, from the most up-scale
to the informal. There are even places
with veritable reproductions of a Mex -
ican neighborhood diner —complete
with jukebox, folding metal tables
advertising a Mex ican beer company
and plastic tablecloths— where you
can order Mex  ican soft drinks like Ja -
rritos or Orange Crush and Pepsi-Co -
la bottled by Embotelladora La Nos -
talgia, from Chicago, Illinois. You can
also meet barmen from the Metro po l -
itan Opera House who offer to intro-
duce you to Plácido Domingo and see
Mexican street vendors offering chu -
rros, tacos and chewing gum. And
around Mex ican Independence Day,
Mex ican flags abound.

METHODOLOGY

This whole spectrum of Mexican col-
ors and aromas was basic for designing
the survey that aimed at determin -
ing the place of origin and de mo grap h -
ic, social and economic profile of these
Mexicans. The survey was applied in
metropolitan New York at the Mex -
ican consulate, where people who want
to return to Mexico go to get the papers
they need to do so, places where base -
ball, basketball and soccer are played,
Hispanic churches, Mexican restau-
rants and vegetable shops.

The documents in the Mexican con -
sulate indicated that 45 percent of
those who requested proof of nation-

ality were from Puebla, 13 percent from
Oaxaca, 12 percent from Mexico City’s
Federal District, 7.5 percent from Gue -
rrero, 4.9 percent from Morelos, 4.4
percent from the State of Mexico, 3.1
percent from Michoacán and 1.5 per-
cent from Tlaxcala. Seventy percent
of these migrants were between the
ages of 20 and 39, and 46 percent
between the ages of 20 and 29. Ninety-
two percent of the migrants were of
peasant origin, mainly children of agri -
cultural laborers, although they had a
wide variety of jobs in the United
States: salesperson, accounting clerks,
carpenters, welders, auto body me cha n -
ics, primary school teachers, business -
men, soldiers, artisans, painters, watch -
makers and itinerant singers.

Of those surveyed, 47 percent came
from Puebla; 15 percent, from Mex -
ico City’s Federal District; 8 percent
from Guerrero, 7 percent from Oaxa -
ca; 6 percent from Morelos; 4 percent
from the State of Mexico and 3.5 per-
cent from Michoacán. Also, 63 percent
were between the ages of 20 and 29
and 74 percent were men.

The survey also indicated that 70
percent of the migrants entered the
U.S. through Tijuana, while others
came in through Nogales, Laredo,
Agua Prieta or Mexicali. The average
cost was U.S.$867, which included
crossing the border and the air fare
from Los Angeles or San Diego to New
York. Only 8.1 percent arrived through
the international airport in New York;
that is, this is the number who had
their immigration papers in order. Seven
per cent traveled with their spouse or
chil dren, while 43 percent traveled
alone

A central factor feeding migration
are established social networks: when
asked why they had chosen New York,

63 percent of those canvased said
they had relatives there and 17 per-
cent responded that they had a job.
However, 80 percent came looking
for work. They also said that in New
York, immigration officials treat Mex -
icans better than elsewhere.

In terms of housing, 5 percent paid
less than U.S.$500 a month rent;
56 percent, between U.S.$500 and
U.S.$999; and 7.5 percent, between
U.S.$1,000 and U.S.$1,500. Because
rents are so high, apartments are often
shared by more than two people so that
the monthly rent per person ranges
from U.S.$200 to U.S.$500. Group
solidarity in matters of housing, seek-
ing employment and leisure time is
one of the characteristics of the Mex -
ican population in New York.

Educational levels were high: only
10.6 percent of those interviewed had
not finished primary school, while 17
percent had a complete primary school
education; 11.8 percent had not con-
cluded junior high school, but 31.8
percent had; 21.4 percent had fin-
ished high school or had some college;
and 3.2 percent had graduated from
college.

People from the state of Puebla gen -
erally had a lower educational level,
but more personal contacts and less
difficulty in finding a job.

NOTES

1 Víctor Arriaga, “Demografía y participación
política en la sociedad estadounidense,”
Censos y elecciones (Mexico City), October-
December 1990.

2 United States Department of Commerce,
Census Bureau Releases 1990. Census Counts
on Hispanic Population Groups (Washington,
D.C.), 12 June 1991.
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I
n Canada, the influence of neo-
conservatism, a dominant trend in
today’s world, needs to be studied

carefully. Alberta and Ontario are two
provinces where the neo-conservative
agenda dominates, promoted by their
respective premiers, Ralph Klein and
Mike Harris. While Albertans are gen -

erally relatively accepting of the Klein
government’s right-wing policies, Onta -
 rians are not as welcoming of Harris’.
Although they are the first two pro vin -
ces to suffer major provincial cutbacks
and both have been swept by ideolog-
ical changes based on right-wing men -
talities, different political cultures in
the two provinces and the leadership
styles of their premiers account for dif -
ferentiated public res ponses to policy.
Ontario’s massive public opposition to

government cuts and restructuring is
due to a failure in Mike Harris’ lead-
ership, and to a political culture that
sup ports organized interests, which can
mobilize protests against the provin-
cial government. Alberta’s comparative
lack of opposition to the Klein govern -
ment’s policies is attributable to his
phenomenal popular support and to
the province’s right-wing political cul-
ture that abhors dissent and public cri -
ticism of authority.

“Welcome to Ralph’s World”
Neo-Conservatism Takes Hold in Canada

Kelly O’Donnell*

* Department of Po li tical Science,
University of Alberta, Ed mon  ton,
Canada.

Canadian Issues
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In this article, I will examine neo-
conservatism in the Canadian context. I
shall discuss in the recent re-election
of Ralph Klein in Alberta and his
leadership, comparing it to Mike Harris’
and then look at the implications for
Canada as a whole.1

THE RECENT ALBERTA ELECTION

“We believe those that would vote Li -
beral or NDP don’t deserve to live in Al -
berta” read a sign in Winfield, Alber -
ta. Such a sign might be considered

somewhat undemocratic in other Ca na -
dian provinces. However, you must keep
in mind that this is Alberta, known as
the Texas of Canada. Democracy and
liberty are not primary concerns in a
province where the premier was quot-
ed saying, “I believe in free speech, as
long as you say the right thing.”

The Klein Conservatives just won
a landslide majority in Alberta, garner -
ing 74 of 83 seats in the provincial le -
gislature “Welcome to Ralph’s World”
is how Klein began his recent victory
speech. The fact that they won their
third term is not surprising consider-
ing that Alberta has been a virtual one-
party state for the last 30 years. (Dic -
tatorships often conduct elections in
order to legitimize their regimes, do
they not?) What is surprising, howev-
er, is that the rest of Canada seems to
be following in the Klein government’s

footsteps. Canada is experiencing a
dra matic shift in ideology at both the
provincial and federal levels, edging
further and further toward the right of
the political spectrum. Alberta’s pre-
mier, known to most Al bertans as
Ralph, is a highly adept po l  itician. His
re-election demonstrates the growing
strength of neo-conservatism in
Canada. Alberta, under his govern-
ment, was the revolutionary pro vince
that began this well-publicized fiscally
conservative crusade to eliminate gov -
 ernment de ficits and debt without
rais ing taxes. Ontario, under the Harris

gov  ernment, soon followed in the foot -
steps of Klein’s “revolution” with its own
Common Sense Revolution.

For the purposes of this article, the
terms right-wing and neo-conservative
are understood as the same. They
include, but are not limited to, a fiscally
conservative attitude that adopts the cor-
porate agenda and social conservatism.
Neo-conservatives seek less government
intervention in society and less govern-
ment in general and thus include trends
like privatization of gov ernment services
on their agenda. Other authors call
this ap proach to government and eco-
nomic policy neo-liberal, but I am using
the term neo-conservative to describe the
new way of doing politics more compre-
hensively. I refer to it as neo-conservative
because it is a clear de parture from a
more traditional Con  ser  vative (Tory)
approach to po l itics in Canada. 

According to the United Nations,
Ca nada has one of highest standards
of living in the world, which many Ca -
 nadians equate with our social wel fare
system. However, Canada is now mov-
ing away from its traditional welfare
state policies. Last year the Klein gov-
ernment introduced Alberta’s Health
Care Protection Act, which allows for
private medical clinics in the pro vince.
The act is a perfect example of the move
toward privatization. Neo-conservatives
seek to minimize the role of the wel-
fare state in society. This is reflected
by policy that reduces welfare benefits,
edu cation and health care bud gets and
the number of public sector employ-
ees. When examining how the two pro -
vinces reacted to their neo-conserva-
tive governments, it is im por tant to
con sider how these re gimes came about.
Leadership is a key factor in provincial
politics —particularly in this equation.
While Klein and Harris differ in some
ways, their similarities are quite remar -
kable. Both have often been greatly
underestimated. While they lack much
formal education, Klein and Harris have
not only risen to high political office,
but have managed to instigate neo-
conservative “revolutions” in their res -
pective pro vin ces. Their leadership
styles and po pu larity, or lack thereof,
and the concept of populism will also
be ad dressed in this article. In both
cases, the relation ship between leader
and electorate has had important ram-
ifications for the suc cess of the neo-
conservative agenda.

KLEIN

“Lauded by the Wall Street Journal, Ba r -
ron’s, The New York Times, and the Globe
and Mail, awarded by both the Fraser
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Institute and the National Ci tizens’
Coa lition, poster-boy for Satur day Night
and Maclean’s magazines, Ralph Klein
—Canada’s ‘original’ Newt Gingrich—
is big news.”2 The Premier of Alber -
ta is well known in Canada and around
the world. His government’s reforms
are seen as innovative and he is viewed
as a revolutionary. His political success
is quite remarkable considering his mo -
 dest beginnings.

Klein has not lived what one would
consider a normal politician’s life. First
of all, he is not formally educated.
He drop ped out of high school and
held a number of different jobs be -
fore entering politics, including work-
ing at a col lege, public relations and
journalism. As a journalist he worked
on ra dio and then on television as a
reporter. Many people knew of Klein
the journalist, and that position is often
credited with allowing him to become
mayor of Cal gary, Alberta, Canada’s
fastest grow ing city, for three consec-
utive terms from 1980 to 1989. He
then moved to provincial politics and
has since won three elections.

Klein’s unusual career path is just
one of the elements that makes him
a unique leader. He has achieved an
amaz ing feat for a politician: “the pub-
lic sees [him] as ‘nonpolitical’.”3 This
fact is mostly due to Klein’s personal-
ity, or more specifically, his public
per  sona. He appears to be an ordina -
ry guy. “The image of Ralph Klein as
‘ordi nary’ is deeply embedded in the
minds of Albertans as one of his great -
est assets.”4

Klein is also very aware of the effect
of the media; a natural entertainer, he
likes attention and uses it to his advan -
tage. As mayor of Calgary, Klein dis-
played his media savvy in his “ability to
manipulate ... particularly front-line re -

porters and columnists, [which] stem med
from his own experiences in TV jour-
nalism.”5

Television is a useful tool in poli-
tics; Klein’s use of this medium is part
of what makes him such a successful
leader. “He practise[s] political lead-
ership based largely on communica-
tion.”6 His record demonstrates that
he doesn’t have a clear ideology. He
determines what ideology is important,
what ideology will keep him in power.
Today Klein is known as the premier
who fights debt and deficits. He is
credited as being the “poster boy” for

fiscal conservatism. This is despite the
fact that as mayor, Klein left Calgary
with a $1.6 billion debt. It was only
after his move to provincial politics
that he “became a born-again fiscal con -
servative.”7 Television allows Klein to
project the image that he wants to, for
he is a convincing actor. Hence, his re -
cord is often forgotten by Albertans. Te -
levision is all about image, and Klein
is adept at controlling his.

One of Klein’s most useful leader-
ship techniques is his annual televised
provincial address. He makes his speech
to Albertans across the (relatively) un -
mediated airwaves. His talk is re -
 hears ed, and there are no political ad -
versaries nearby to refute or question
his statements. Klein uses a private te -
levision station, despite the fact that
the public-owned station has reported-
ly offered him time, but the public sta-

tion would also have offered time to his
opponents. After watching an address,
the electorate would find it difficult
not to believe that Klein is their friend
who is doing what is right for the peo-
ple of Alberta. In his latest provincial
address, Klein was “interviewed” by a
reporter. In fact, the reporter —if you
can call him that— asked Klein prede -
termined questions and the premier read
the answers off a teleprompter. The re -
por ter had obviously been given the
ques tions ahead of time. The address
is not usually in the form of an inter-
view; this alternate format was perhaps

meant to lend it some credibility. How -
ever, for anyone who paid close atten -
tion to the broadcast, it was a farce.

Klein uses his televised addresses
to simplify issues. He once used a
“family” metaphor to discuss the pro v -
ince’s economy. The province was to
be viewed as a family household. Al -
berta was described as getting its “fi -
nancial house in order.”8 In this way,
Klein simplified complex issues into
easy-to-understand more familiar ones.
Furthermore, this metaphor allowed
Klein to justify his government’s poli-
cies: “Once Albertans had come to
accept these stories of the spend-thrift
family, it was easy to convince them
that cutbacks to public services were
not just a necessary evil, but good me -
dicine.”9 These addresses provided an
unmediated avenue for Klein to tell
Albertans what he wanted them to be -
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lieve. Klein’s pu blic status as ordinary
person allowed him to tell Alber tans
about the difficult times ahead: “Only
an ‘ordinary guy’ like Ralph Klein could
brag about cutting people off welfare,
and get away with it.”10 Tele vision is
indeed one of Klein’s greatest leader-
ship devices.

Many analysts believe that Klein
draws some of his strength from being
underestimated.11 This underestima-
tion may stem from his ordinary guy
image. Amazingly, “Faults that would

have destroyed almost every politician...
are tolerated with Ralph.”12

Albertans generally tend to sepa-
rate Klein from his government’s poli-
cies. This is what most likely ac counts
for his continued popularity despite his
government’s harsh cut-backs. Klein’s
1993 victory was impressive, given the
electorate’s dissatisfaction with his pre -
decessor, Don Getty. Since then, Klein’s
popularity has remained very high and
only dipped during the debate sur-
rounding Alberta’s Health Care Pro -
tection Act. While there has been some
public disapproval of certain policies,
this was at no particular political cost
to Klein.13 “After two years of ‘revolu-
tion’ in Alberta, opinion polls and the
general political climate in the pro v -
ince show[ed] that the effective dis-
course of the Klein government [had]

been extraordinarily convincing.”14

Klein remains very popular today.
His “government resonates with the
radical new conservatism”15 in Cana -
da, and particularly in Alberta. It will
have eliminated the provincial debt
before any other province. In doing so,
it has set a template for other provin-
cial governments, such as the Harris
regime in Ontario. Klein has a unique
style of leadership, which includes his
public persona, his use of television
to convey his message, his populist

airs, his corporatism, and his scape-
goating. He has managed to maintain
power in Alberta through popular sup -
port, despite his government’s harsh
cutbacks. Consequently, he is accu-
rately described as “the most adept
politician in Canada today.”16

His “followers are personally and
devoutly loyal to him.”17 This is where
the idea of populism comes into ques-
tion. Many analysts debate whether
or not Klein is a populist. While his gov -
ernment is certainly not a classical po p -
ulist government, it does have some
populist traits. Before discussing them,
the term “populist” should be clarified.
Populism is defined as: 1) a mass po -
li tical movement 2) based on an ima -
gined personal (i.e., unmediated) re la -
tionship between leaders and followers
3) mobilized around symbols and tra-

ditions congruent with the popular cul -
ture 4) which expresses a group’s sense
of threat 5) arising from powerful ex -
ternal elements.18 It is widely accept-
ed that populism played an im portant
role in Alberta’s political history. The
question is, however, is this still true
today?

The fact is that the Klein government
owes its popular appeal largely to its
leader, as does Alberta’s Pro gressive
Conservative Party. The pro vincial gov -
ernment took to describing itself as

Ralph’s Team. The elections have large-
ly been based around Klein himself.
In one campaign, billboards all over the
province read, “He Listens, He Cares”
and featured a picture of Klein’s friend-
ly face. In focusing on Klein’s so-called
listening and caring attitude, the gov-
ernment “incorporated the rhetoric of
listening and responsiveness into the
restructuring program, arguing that its
key initiatives have been shaped by Al -
bertans themselves.”19

It is debatable whether or not Alber -
ta was in need of Klein’s heroism. His
government, it is argued, exaggerated
the province’s financial situation in
1993 in order to create a crisis that it
could use to justify its policies. “The
Klein government has worked hard to
rewrite history, portraying the [previ-
ous] Getty government as extravagant
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spenders who drove Alberta to the brink
of financial ruin... [due to] out-of-con -
trol spending.”20 This was the claim
at the center of the Klein government’s
re gime.21 This populist tech nique cre-
ated legitimacy for its policies. “Through
careful maneuvering, the Klein govern-
ment has achieved asto nishing po l it -
ical success”22 for, at the end of 1996,
“Albertans ha[d] been convinced that
the cutbacks of Ralph Klein’s govern-
ment were necessary to conquer run-
away public spending.”23

In addition to blaming the previous
administration, Klein’s government
bla med numerous other factors for the
province’s financial “crisis,” including
special interest groups, such as public
unions. Avoiding res pon sibility for
one’s actions by focusing the blame
elsewhere, scape-goating, is often
quite efficacious when it comes to pol-
itics. Furthermore, Klein defines those
who accept his reforms as “ordinary
Albertans”; this is a politically loaded
term implying that there are Albertans
who are abnormal simply be cause they
do not support his government’s poli-
cies. Klein uses terms like “commu-
nists,” “whiners,” and “left-wing nuts”
to describe those who oppose his poli-
cies.24 By focusing the debate on an
“us vs. them” mentality, the Klein gov -
ernment has avoided a lot of criticism.

While the Klein administration
uses populist techniques, it is not a
genuinely populist regime because “its
cor poratist practices are at variance
with classic populism.”25 Cor poratism
is “a system of organizing functional
interests and influencing public policy
that involves the incorporation into
society of ‘members’ (in dividuals, fam-
ilies, firms, or various groups) through
a limited number of monopolistic, dif-
ferentiated, hierarchical and involun-
tary associations.”26 Klein’s govern-

ment is ac curately described as
“right-wing and cor poratist, although
certainly not without ‘popular’ sup-
port.”27 It has even been stated that
Klein “clearly ran a government in
partnership with business —govern-
ment as a joint venture.”28

The Klein government is known for
its attempts to quell its opposition in
the province. This is not a populist tac-
tic. Furthermore, “a government which
claims to listen to the people, has
instead centralized power, curtailed
civil democracy and privatized public
life.”29 Some analysts argue that, “Klein
and the people around him reinvented
the structure of public discussion”30 in
Alberta. This was illus trated by the
government’s 1993 “round table” dis-
cussion. In a seemingly populist move,
the government sought public input

regarding policy decisions. However, the
round table discussion was a facade to
legitimize the government’s actions. After
all, it was the Klein government that
controlled both the agenda and who
participated in the talks.31 In addi -
tion, the government turned the results
from the education round tables “inside
out.”32 “The report suggested little sup-
port for cutting kindergarten funding in
half or for creating charter schools.
Half a year later, the government went
ahead with both. They still claimed

their reforms were legitimate reflections
of the opinions of Albertans as gath-
ered in the round tables.”33 Thus, while
the Klein govern ment seemed to be
practicing populism, it was a facade used
to justify its policies. Albertans general-
ly tend to separate Klein from his gov-
erment’s policies and this is what most
likely accounts for his continued popu-
larity despite his goverment’s harsh cut
backs.

Klein is described in a variety of
ways. “To his supporters, he is the ebul -
lient maverick of the Canadian north-
west frontier, a cunning and savvy loner
who is reestablishing the private val-
ues and public mores of rural self-re -
liance and urban entrepreneurship.”34

To his opponents, he is the leader
who is ushering in a new form of gov-
ernment that threatens the welfare
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state that many Canadians value. Klein
is either “loved or hated [by Alber tans]...
there is no middle ground.”35

HARRIS

Not unlike Klein, Ontario’s Mike
Harris is described as a “down-homey
guy” who is “remarkably determi ned.”36

Cha racterized as “an outsider geo grap -
 hically, professionally and poli ti cal ly,”37

he dropped out of college and drifted
between jobs for fifteen years. His

career path is quite unusual for a pre-
mier of Ontario. He taught elemen-
tary-school math and science; he was
a golf-pro; he served as a trustee on a
school board; and eventually he chaired
the board. “This background is partic-
ularly interesting in light of Harris’
later antipathy towards public educa-
tion and government funding.”38

He has a “rigid commitment to the
neo-conservative agenda”39 and “is often
portrayed as a conservative-at-all-costs
ideologue whose overriding philosophy
is to reduce the role of government
wherever possible.”40 His ideology is
often contrasted to Klein’s: some ob -
servers believe Mr. Harris is also a more
genuine conservative, in a philosoph-
ical sense, than Ralph Klein. The lat-
ter had no reputation for conservative
behavior be fore taking over as premier
—indeed, quite the opposite: as Cal -

gary mayor, he oversaw huge spend-
ing increases and was widely suspect-
ed to have Liberal sympathies. Mike
Harris, by contrast, is a lifelong small-
government Tory who drafted his Com -
mon Sense Revolution 18 months
before the 1995 election that brought
him to power.41 Nonetheless, he has
followed Klein’s lead. Harris admits
that “while [his] plan was tailored to
On tario’s needs, the province needed
the kind of leadership which Ralph
Klein had shown in Alberta,”42 and
that the “blueprint” for change is in

Alberta.43 There are numerous simila -
rities be tween Harris and Klein.
Harris’ public persona is that of an
ordinary guy, just like Klein’s. Critics
suggest that while “he work[s] hard at
creating an image as a populist... the
real Mike Harris [is] not quite as fo lk -
sy as he appear[s].”44 Harris’ popu -
lism is quite questionable, despite the
fact that his government was recently
reelected.

Harris is criticized by his opponents
for not listening to his electorate and
his government is described as autho -
ritarian, not populist. “The right-wing
ideologue and populist are evident in
the scripted moments, while the rigid
authoritarian with the petty streak ap -
pears when the premier strays from his
game plan.”45 Thus, “If people disagree...
with his agenda, so be it. They [are]
free to protest, and he [is] free to ig nore

them.”46 Moreover, “For Mike Harris,
consultation seemed to mean speak-
ing with those who agreed with his
views.”47 That lack of communication
with the electorate has been demon-
strated often during the Harris years
and is perhaps a motivating factor in
the electorate’s various responses to
the administration. It is difficult to
defend the premier’s claim to populism
when one considers the evidence
against it.

Harris is often described as a polit-
ical outsider because of his middle-
class origins and the fact that he comes
from the political periphery of Nor th -
ern On tario. Being an outsider to the
party elite is another similarity be tween
Harris and Klein. Despite this disad -
van tage, however, both men ma naged
to seize the leadership of es tablished,
mainstream party organizations with
long histories in government. Even more
remarkable is that they did so despite
considerable op po sition from their par -
ty’s traditional eli tes. In a sense, Klein
and Harris hijacked their own par -
ties, something they could do only be -
cause their parties were temporarily
in trouble, out of power and out of
favor with the voters.48 Unlike Klein,
Harris is not widely regarded as hav-
ing populist ten dencies despite their
similar outsider status. The Harris gov -
ernment, unlike Klein’s, has faced a
lot of public criticism. Critics blame
the confron ta tion in Ontario on “the
premier’s abra sive personality and his
government’s au tho ritarian manage-
ment style.”49 At the heart of the pro -
blem “is the premier himself”;50 this
is the opposite from Alberta. The Ha -
rris regime seems to be plagued by
confrontation. Some critics blame the
speed with which the Harris govern-
ment im plemented reforms, under-
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scored by Ontario’s “me ga week” of
legislative changes. During that week
it was claimed that: “Mike Harris
[might] surpass Ralph Klein as Ca -
nada’s most revolutionary premier.”51

While this claim has not been sub-
stantiated, Harris’ speed of reform is
noteworthy.

“Harris has always maintained it
was the agenda of the ‘Common Sense
Revolution,’ not his personality or his
government’s style of managing pub-
lic affairs, that produced four years of
confrontation, violent protest and oc -
casional riots in the streets of normal-
ly sedate Ontario.”52 However, polls
have demonstrated that people are
not satisfied with Harris’ leadership;
“the character of the man in charge...
is directly responsible for the problems
his government has had in implement -
ing its agenda.”53 Harris, say his critics,
is not living up to the expectations that
Ontario voters have of their political
elites.54

Harris resembles Klein insofar as
he has loyal supporters. Klein, howev-
er, has not experienced the same level
of personal attacks as Ontario’s pre-
mier. Mike Harris has endured end-
less assaults on his character. He was
even nicknamed “Chainsaw Mike” by
Bob Rae, the former premier of On -
tario. The level of public outrage de -
monstrated in Ontario is in part attri -
butable to certain campaign promises
that the Harris government broke: it
stated that it would not touch health
care and education, and once elected,
proceeded to do so. Ironically, Harris
once said, “I think it’s reasonable that
politicians who campaign in a direction
or on a platform for things that are
within their control, that they ought to
resign or go back to the people if they in
fact are going to change their minds.”55

He has obviously changed his stance
on the issue. This is in direct contrast
to Klein in Alberta who is so confi-
dent in his recent record that he cam-
paigns using the slogan, “He keeps his
promises.” Harris blames all opposi-
tion to his agenda on special interest
groups. Just as Klein has done in Al -
berta, Harris is attemp ting to create
an “us vs. them” mentality in Ontario.
This kind of leadership technique,
however, does not seem to be working
as well as it did in Alberta; the eviden -
ce is in the sheer number of Onta -

rians who have participated in the
protests. This can perhaps be explained
by Ontario’s political culture: Ontario
has a long tradition of group rights
and unions, and other organized inter-
ests wich are much more powerful in
On tario than in union-wary Alberta.

By contrast, Alberta does not have a
history of collective protest, making it
easier for Klein to successfully blame
any opposition on special interest
groups. Thus, political culture accounts
for the success of Klein’s strategy in
individualistic Alberta, and for the rel-
ative failure of that Harris leadership
technique.

While Harris has faced massive
protests, the fact remains that he con -
tinues to lead Ontario. His government
was reelected in 1999. He received 45
percent of the vote. Most of his sup porters
were upper-middle class and urban.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CANADA

“While Alberta is not alone in em -
bracing ‘new right’ fiscal policies... it is
notable for the pace and intensity of
its approach, making it an illuminat-
ing and timely case study in the Ca -
nadian context.”56 The Klein govern-
ment has “used its crusade against the
deficit... [to initiate] a government pro -
gram of social engineering, the re-order-
ing of societal institutions and priori-
ties to fit a particular ideological mould
that is virtually without precedent in

recent Canadian history.”57 While six
other Canadian pro vinces were pro-
jecting balanced budgets for the
1995-1996 year, these accomplish-
ments were overshadowed by Alberta.58

Alberta is now regarded as a model for
neo-conservatism in Canada and else-
where around the world. The province
is viewed as a trend setter. “It isn’t On -
tario that is leading Canada down this
path to wards a market based morali-
ty... It’s Ralph Klein’s Alberta.”59 Onta -
rio is following in Alberta’s footsteps. 

The evidence suggests that: “Alber -
ta’s greatest export used to be its oil;
now, as Ontario attests, it’s Klein’s model
of how to remake government.”60 More -
over, “the unexpected 1995 election of
Conservative Premier Mike Harris in
Ontario and the reelec tions of two other
budget-balancing premiers, Tory Gary
Filmon in Mani toba and Social Dem -
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ocratic Roy Romanow in Saskat ch -
 e wan, indicate... that the sustained pop -
ularity of Premier Klein’s tough, aus-
tere government is more than just
...quirky Alberta.”61 The success of the
Klein revolution illustrates a shift in
ideology: “Until recently, only the lu -
natic fringe of Canadian politics has
voiced support for the extreme right-
wing ideas that underlie the pathology
of American life... With the Klein gov-
ernment, however, these ideas have at
last found a Trojan Horse for entering
into Canadian public discourse and

policy, and thereby fundamentally
chang ing the nature of Canada.”62 Ca n -
ada’s current status as a welfare state
is in jeopardy, as is its sovereignty and
democracy. 

Both Alberta and Ontario have de -
monstrated authoritarian tendencies
that threaten democracy. These ten-
dencies include hurrying bills through
the legislature to avoid de bate, at -
tempting to by-pass the legislature’s
authority by asking it to pre-approve
cabinet decisions on blank sec tions
of legislation and discouraging public
input by ignoring certain portions of
their respective electo rates. These
trends are quite disconcerting and
have the potential to influence more
than just Alberta and Ontario as other
provincial governments begin to fol-
low the Klein government’s lead. Ca -
nadian ideology is shifting away from

the center of the political spectrum
and moving to the right. Neo-conser-
vatism has the potential to profoundly
influence Ca nadian politics. It already
dominates the agendas of the provin-
cial governments in two of Canada’s
most important provinces.

CONCLUSION

Despite the different reactions to
neo-conservatism in Alberta and On -
tario, an important fact remains: both

the Klein and Harris governments
were reelected. The right-wing men-
tality has most assuredly begun to
permeate into the rest of Canada at
both the provincial and federal levels.
The question is, therefore, not if neo-
conservatism will influence Canadian
politics more pervasively, but when it
will, and how the rest of the Ca na -
dian public will react to it.
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Guanajuato Down Through Time
Aurora Jáuregui de Cervantes*

The Splendor of Mexico
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A
ny city that has made history has a sin-
gular origin, and Guanajuato is no excep -
tion: it was born by chance during the

Spaniards’ search for metal ore in the region they
knew as “The Great Chichimeca,” and it grew
where they dug their mines. This and the agri-
cultural and cattle ranching ha ciendas made
the area self-sufficient.

Guanajuato took shape slowly. It took a few
streets, many alleyways, several plazas —like
the one called Cuesta del Marqués, today Plaza
de la Paz; the San Diego or San Pedro Alcántara
Plaza, now the Union Garden; and the San Ro -
que Plaza— and many bridges over the river that
ran through the bottom of the gorge bordering
on the mining haciendas to make the begin-
nings of an urban area. All this can be seen in the
city maps and the Indias and Rozuela Archives.

The climate and beautiful scenery makes
the geographical area where Guanajuato lies

ideal. Its urban layout is irregular since it de -
v eloped with no specific planning. Originally,
the area was a woody glen inhabited at different
times by different pre-Hispanic tribes. Some
of them settled in what is today the Pastita neigh -
borhood: the Otomíes called it Mo-o-ti, or “place
of metals”; the Nahoas called it Paxtitlán, or
“place of hay” or “ancient place”; and the Pu -
répechas called it Quanashuato, or “mountain-
ous place of frogs.”

The primitive Real de Minas de Santa Fe
—as it was called— which included the Reales
of Tepetapa, Marfil and Santa Ana, was elevat-
ed to the category of alcaldía mayor, or town, in
1574. In 1679, it was given the rank of villa and
in 1741, that of city, by decree of King Felipe V.
The cover sheet of the document of incorpora-
tion as a city, deposited in the Alhón diga de Gra -
naditas and the mayor’s office, has the city seal
representing faith and the words, “Title of City
conferred by His Majesty Señor Don Felipe V
—may God keep him— on the Villa de Santa
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Plaza de la Paz. The Alley of the Kiss, an obligatory stop for any visitor.
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Fe y Real de Minas de Gua najuato, for its mer-
its and services.”

The document then enumerates the quali-
ties taken into account to raise it to the catego-
ry of a city: 

Its situation and temperament... its good and co -

pious fruits... benign climate, purity of air and

water and other prerequisites stipulated in the

First Law, Title Five, Book Four of the Com -

pendium of the Indies, for the obtainment of the

title of City, in addition to the advantageous con-

veniences of its abundant silver and gold mines;

its area, population, buildings, haciendas, rooms

have increased considerably, and many visitors

pass through for its increased trade and com-

merce, attracted by its wealth and abundant rich-

es; and that it is at present one of the most useful

mining towns in New Spain, so much so that it is

singular and estimable, among all those discov-

ered and worthy of the most distinguished honors

for its copious contribution and the splendor of its

most important neighbors....This villa is situated

near one of the mines themselves, the main ones

of which are called Rayas, Mellado and Cata... be -

coming a City it will be to the benefit of my Royal

Treasury. Therefore, by my Royal Title, I wish and

it is my will that the said Villa will henceforth

and always be known perpetually as the city of

Santa Fe y Real de Minas de GUANAJUATO...

I, THE KING (signature)

The title of city was not actually bestowed on
Guanajuato in the town itself until 1746 be -
cause bureaucratic red tape had slowed down
the process. But the celebrations to commemo-
rate the royal decree began on July 31 of that
year, celebrations which lasted several days.1

At the time the city was incorporated, the
Mina de Rayas mine, worked by Don José Sar -
daneta y Legaspi, was bringing in 17 million
pesos for the crown. When this mine passed to
his son and grandson (the first and second
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The University of Guanajuato, a center for academic and cultural activity.The underground street, an impressive example of colonial engineering.

The underground street’s 

winding pattern follows 

the river on the banks of which

Guanajuato was founded.
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Marquis de Rayas, respectively), they each paid
the same amount annually. The city’s golden
age spanned 100 years, from the end of the
seven teenth century to the end of the eigh-
teenth century. 

In the late eighteenth century, the La Va -
lenciana Mine was very productive: according
to Alexander von Humboldt, it sometimes pro-
duced as much as the entire kingdom of Peru.
“If we contemplate the Guanajuato Mining Dis -
trict, just two mines of the mother lode annual-
ly produce the seventh and eighth part of all the
silver produced in the Amer icas.”2 The La Va -
lenciana Mine made an annual profit of be -
tween 400 million and 600 million pesos for 40
years, which is why Humboldt classified it as
the richest mine in Mexico.

Guanajuato has a glorious past as the hearth
where our nationality was forged. Here and in
the surrounding area, the mixing of the races
took place more rapidly than in other parts of
the country. Notable civic buildings and the
city’s churches began to be erected in the man-
nerist and baroque styles in the seventeenth
century. This process continued in the eigh-
teenth century, producing such buildings as the
Saint Pedro Alcántara (San Diego) Monastery,
the San Francisco Church (previously Saint
Juan), the Parish Church (today the Basilica),
the Belén Monastery, the Holy Conception,
Company and Valenciana Colleges, etc.

In 1786, Guanajuato became the seat of one
of Mexico’s 12 intendancies, created in that year.
At that time, it had 80,000 inhabitants and was
at the height of its splendor. The central plaza
already held the mansions of the Counts of Rul
and Pérez-Gálvez, of the Marquis of San Cle men -
te; and in Pocitos, the mansion of the Mar quis
de Rayas. In 1809, the Alhóndiga de Grana ditas,
the great granary, was finished in the neoclassi-
cal style. One year later, on September 28, the
first battle of Mexico’s War of Independence
took place there, led by Don Miguel Hidalgo y
Costilla. On March 25, 1824, after many years
of struggle brought independence, Guanajuato
became the capital of the state and, in 1858,
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Plaza San Fernando, ideal for a rest or having a snack.

Plaza El Baratillo, where indigenous peasants used to sell their produce and grain.

The Basilica, where Our Lady of Guanajuato is worshipped.
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under President Benito Juárez, the capital of
the republic. 

In 1903, state Governor Joaquín Obregón
Gon zález invited President Porfirio Díaz to in -
augurate several important public works built
in the late nineteenth century: the Juárez Theater,
the Legislative Palace, the Esperanza Dam and
two monuments (one dedicated to peace, built
in the old Central Plaza, which then changed
its name to Peace Plaza; and the other dedicat-
ed to Don Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, in Las Aca -
cias Park).

Today the city has grown beyond the original
canyon and the population has increased. The
State College became the Autonomous Uni -
versity of Guana juato, with a substantial cam-
pus and a symphony orchestra. Under the city
are many tunnels and underground streets that
give the area a mysterious, legendary air.

In 1982, Guanajuato was declared a nation-
al monument, and in 1988, it was given the title
of Cervantes City by the mayor of Alcalá de He -
nares, Spain, where Miguel de Cer van tes Saave -
dra was born. Guanajuato has been the host of
the International Cervantes Fes tival for 29 con-
secutive years. This festival is one of the rea-
sons cited by the director general of the UNESCO

in 1988 when he declared Guanajuato and its
mines a World Heritage Treasure, given that its
commitment is not only to preserve the past,
but to build a new future through fostering cul-
ture, creativity and education. In short, this is a
city that people fall in love with and is well
worth visiting.

NOTES

1 That particular day was picked because it was the day of
the city’s patron saint, Saint Ignatius of Loyola. Since
1557, the city already had its own virgin, Our Lady of
Guanajuato, also honored during the celebrations, which
were, therefore, religious, civic and community festivities
combined.

2 Alejandro von Humboldt, Ensayo político sobre el reino
de la Nueva España (Mexico City: Porrúa Editores,
1973), p. 402.
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The Juárez Theater, one of Mexico’s oldest and most beautiful stages.

Quijote Plaza, in honor of Cervantes.

La Valenciana Church’s gold-leaf altarpieces are a magnificent example of baroque art.
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M
exico is famous for the variety and
extent of its cuisine. Each region
delights the palate with dishes

from the finest and simplest to the most exot-
ic and sophisticated, depending on their ingre-
dients, preparation and presentation. Fish and
seafood, different meats and fowl, vegetables
and all kinds of dishes made from corn, the
indispensable ingredient in our cooking, pre-
pared in a thousand and one ways, give Mex ican
cuisine unrivaled and unforgettable flavors and
aromas. Desserts and sweets could do no less.

Traditional Mexican candy-making is the
sum of the history and customs that go back to
pre-Hispanic times, with its taste of fruit, honey
and seeds like amaranth, passing through the
colonial period and the exquisite mestizaje that

adds milk and sugar. Then, with the centuries,
other ingredients and recipes from each local-
ity join in to develop a regional identity. Mo -
dernity adds alien and often artificial flavors to
which Mexican confectionery adapts to and
must coexist with.

Many kinds of candy have become the sym-
bol of certain festivities or are associated with
certain times of the year and are only made
then: the best known of these are the little
sugar (and now chocolate) skulls made for the
Day of the Dead in many parts of the country.
Others become veritable works of art and
compete in contests like Guanajuato’s famous
alfeñiques. In these cases, sight replaces taste
as the main sense satisfied. Most have gone
beyond the realm of the family kitchen and are
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The Delights of Guanajuato
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mass produced and sold in specialty shops,
markets and streets where passersby can buy
them to take home or as gifts.

Today’s traditional Mexican candies have
acquired local or regional passports and are
known as confections from Puebla, Morelia,
Guadalajara or Guanajuato —just to mention
the most famous.

Guanajuato’s candy is extremely varied, but
is basically made of three ingredients: milk,
sugar and every imaginable fruit. Custards; ca -
jeta or milk-based caramel cream; jamonci llo,
a milk and sugar paste, filled with nuts, dates,
dried plums, pine nuts, almonds or figs; co co -
nut bars made with milk, with or without wine,
with nuts and raisins; coconut bars made with-
out milk and with fruit like pineapple or figs;
palanqueta, or nut brittle, made of peanuts, pine

nuts, almonds or walnuts; dried, candied fruit
(candied strawberries are typical of Irapuato,
dubbed the world’s strawberry capital); pre-
serves; jam; ate, or fruit paste. The list is unending.

Don Ignacio Agreda, who has been making
candy in Guanajuato since 1953, says that the
most important thing is to maintain the tradi-
tion of good candy, made without adding any
preservatives or chemical ingredients, and which
stays fresh for several months thanks to the
knowledge and experience used in its ma nu fac -
ture. The procedures are simple, most based
on boiling the ingredients. The art is in the ren -
dering, in knowing when the mixture is cooked
just right. Don Ignacio says that it is easiest to
see when jamoncillo paste is done, but that
fruit takes longer and need more care because
it absorbs the syrup more slowly. Today, with the
advent of thermometers, it is no longer neces-
sary for confectioners to put their fingers in
the pot to see if the mixture is ready —but the
good ones still know how to if the need arises.

Candy also changes with the times and
confectioners have to know how to adapt to
modernity. In Guanajuato, classic candy-mak-
ing exists side-by-side with modern methods
and one or two derivatives of the two. For exam -
ple, the charamuscas, a candy that dates back
to the early twentieth century, was a favorite of
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Confectioners make many different figures out of alfeñique paste. The La Catrina shop carries more than 200 products from all over
Mexico.

Jamoncillo covered with walnuts, a delight to the palate.

Ta
ke

n 
fro

m
 A

rte
sa

ní
as

 d
e 

G
ua

na
ju

at
o,

 G
ua

na
ju

at
o 

St
at

e 
G

ov
., 

19
95

D
an

ie
l M

un
gu

ía

D
an

ie
l M

un
gu

ía



The Splendor of Mexico

Guanajuato families, originally made with pi -
loncillo (unrefined, brown sugar blocks) and
citric acid, made in the shape of a bar or repre -
senting the town’s famous tourist attractions,
the mummies. This is also the case with the
trompadas, made with the same ingredients,
but filled with coconut, walnuts or almonds.
Around the 1960s, these were still the best
known candies, but they lost the battle with the
advent of the jamoncillos and other milk-based
candies. Today they are only a few among hun-
dreds of varieties that one can buy in Gua na -
juato’s candy stores, and some day soon they
may well be forgotten. Celaya’s famous cajetas
or Irapuato’s candied fruits seem to have more
staying power.

Don Ignacio also explains that candy-mak-
ing is also a seasonal affair. During summer va -
cations, when thousands of Mexican and for-
eign tourists visit the city, shop shelves fill with
jamoncillos and coconut candies, just like dur-
ing the International Cervantes Festival held
yearly in October. For the celebration of All
Saints’ Day, sweet-potato candy and candied
fruit come on the scene. And they lead to ex -
periments: Don Ignacio introduced a sweet-
potato and guava paste that was used to deco-
rate the intricate offerings made to the dead on
the Day of the Dead. It was so successful that

it is now becoming a tradition. At the end of the
year, dried fruit is a much appreciated dessert
at Christmas tables. It is also used to make fruit
cake (not a Mexican tradition). Caramel fig-
ures are another custom, as is co la ción, a mix of
sugar-coated almonds and peanuts and multi-
co lored sugar candies, until a few years ago
absolutely indispensable for the traditional
pre-Christmas fiestas or posadas.

Visitors can find sweets from faraway parts
of Mexico, or that have originated there but
are now produced in Guanajuato, as well as tra-
ditional local varieties. But in any case, they are
all delights worth taking home so as to bring a
little taste of Guanajuato. 

Elsie Montiel
Editor
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Charamuscas and trompadas, the most typical local candies.

Dried, sugared strawberries and milk- and sugar-based cajetas.

El cubilete, manufacturers of local candies for almost 50 years.
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E
arth, water, air and fire. These are the
elements with which the potter, the por -
 celain maker, the ceramicist, the master

craftsman (or woman) —artists all— give inert
materials the permanent form of vessels and all
kinds of objects, from the most humble pot, jar
or griddle, to the most elaborate, ma jestic urns,
large china jars, platters or intricate sculptures.
They are all part of folk or fine art, pieces res -
pected for their technical and aesthetic attrib-
utes as well as their sociocultural significance.

Guanajuato’s pottery emerged in the Chu -
pícuaro culture and developed for more than 25

centuries in unparalleled beauty and perfec-
tion. Shortly before the arrival of the Spaniards
to the Americas, under Purépecha influence, it
began taking on amusing shapes and multi-col-
ored hues. With the conquest, the indigenous and
Hispanic elements melded in the austere or rich-
ly decorated vitreous clay, while the smooth or
burnished china maintained its pre-Hispanic cha r -
acteristics. Fine majolica ware, a legacy from the
Arabs and the Spaniards, was the crowning glory;
according to popular tradition, it was in tro duced
by Don Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, the father of
Mexico’s independence, in the town of Dolores.

Guanajuato’s Ceramics1

Majolica ware by Gorky González.

Majolica ware by Capelo.
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PRODUCTION TECHNIQUES

To produce anything made of ceramics, inorgan-
ic raw materials are used, basically clays (made
up in turn of silica and aluminum, the most
common elements in the earth’s crust) of differ-
ent kinds, textures and colors. It is common to
combine different clays to make a ceramic object.
When mixed with water, the clay becomes so
malleable that other non-clay materials must be
added. The skeleton of anything ceramic is made
up of minuscule fragments of rocks and miner-
als, sand or tiny mollusks.

The way ceramics are made differs according
to the organization of the makers. Some times
men are in charge of the entire process; some-
times women take on a large part of the work;
and it is common for children and old people to
help at different stages when production is done
by families. Today there are still family work-
shops as well as factories with highly skilled
workers. In either case, the craftsman/woman
must have a great deal of experience based on
trial and error, as well as great dexterity and a
perfect knowledge of the materials’ properties.

The oldest techniques are based on molding
with the hands or creating strips or rolls of paste
that are superimposed on top of each other, or a
single strip that is worked as a spiral, pinching
the places where it is joined. Stone, wooden, ce -
ramic or plaster molds are also used, producing
objects of a relatively homogeneous size. The

conquest brought to Mexico an instrument un -
known to indigenous cultures: the potter’s wheel.
Built with wheels or spinning plates and a sys-
tem of pulleys and gears powered by the foot or
a motor, the wheel moves while the artisan molds
the piece with his/her hands. The next step is
decoration and firing.

VARIETIES OF MESTIZO CERAMICS

IN GUANAJUATO

Vitreous Pottery. Vitreous pottery, seldom fired at
over 900 degrees Celsius, is made with red or
brown porous clay and has a smooth, shiny, water -
proof surface. This kind of pottery is used to
make everything from pots, water jugs, other
kinds of jugs, plates, platters and flat bowls for
serving and reheating all kinds of food on an
open flame, to ornamental pieces like flower pots
and items like glazed tubs and chamber pots.
Vitreous pottery is appropriate for making minia-
tures and was even sometimes used for con-
struction materials like flagstones, gargoyles and
drainage pipes common until the early twenti-
eth century in many Mexican cities.

It is produced in many parts of the state of
Guanajuato, such as San Felipe Torres Mo chas,
Dolores Hidalgo, Coroneo, Acámbaro and the
hamlet of Las Flores, near San Miguel de
Allende.

Majolica. From the technical, ornamental and
aesthetic point of view, majolica ware was the

Chupícuaro ceramics in the Alhóndiga de Granaditas Museum.

Pulque barril. Mestizo pottery.

Vessel in the shape of a duck.
Mestizo pottery.

Photos by:
1  Daniel Munguía

2 , 3  Guanajuato State Cultural Institute
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1
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best porcelain produced in New Spain and newly
independent Mexico. In Guanajuato, many spe-
cific refinements were added, and a regional tra-
dition arose that is still carried on by some ceram-
icists today. Majolica ware uses tin enamel that
may have been created in pre-Islamic Egypt and
was used extensively in ninth-century Baghdad.
It was an attempt to achieve a white porcelain
similar to the kind made in China, covering the
paste —a reddish or yellowish white clay mix -
ture— with a white color made from the tin.

Because of its quality, this kind of ceramic
was used especially to make sets of dishes, large
jars and flower pots. During the viceregal period,
many kinds of containers were made for pre-
serves, vinegars, brine and cacao beans. It was
also common to see majolica ware jars in drug
stores holding all kinds of medicines, resins and
aromatic oils. It was also used to make can -
d le holders and candelabra, boxes, chests, water
basins and jugs and elegant chamber pots called
condes (counts).

The particular Spanish style called Talavera is
a variety of majolica ware painted blue on a
white background with designs that include ani-
mals, human figures and floral patterns, all
motifs still used in contemporary majolica ware
from Puebla and Guanajuato. Today, however,
the colors are not limited to blue but also in -
clude green and orange.

Today, imitation majolica ware is made with a
white glaze made with china clay or kaolin applied

to the still wet piece, decorated with incisions.
In Guanajuato, this is often painted green and
brown, sobering somewhat the profusion of its
graffito designs.

Industrial pottery. Dolores Hidalgo’s pottery
and ceramic production occupies one of the
foremost places in Mexico. It is said that Don
Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla fostered many indus-
tries and trades among both the indigenous and
mestizo people. In the 1930s, the manufacture
of tiles began or reappeared; the demand was
such that eventually the old family workshops
could not satisfy it without modernizing and
adapting to new forms of production. Today, there
are almost 10 factories and many workshops that
produce tiles in considerable quantities at rea-
sonable prices.

The old procedures have been streamlined:
the clays are ground in electric mills; industrial-
ly produced substances to cause opacity have
been substituted for the tin. Sand from sand pits
around Dolores, however, is still added to create
the “Talavera” or creamy “Mexican” white. In
any case, the traditional mix of black and red
clays from the area around Dolores or the Santa
Rosa Mountains is still combined with yellow
clay from the mountains.

Stencils are used to produce panels with in -
tricate decorations or series of tiles for covering
walls with flower-covered branches and other
designs influenced by Puebla, Spanish and Ita l -
ian patterns. The enamel colors are applied with

Vitreous pottery. Guanajuato
State Cultural Institute’s Folk
Art Collection.

Tiles by Alfredo Carrillo. Dolores Hidalgo.

Majolica ware by Gorky González.

Photos by:
4  ,  5  Guanajuato State Cultural Institute
6  Daniel Munguía

5

4

6



machinery and the traditional oak- or pingüica-
wood-fueled kilns were replaced first by electric
ovens and then by industrial gas kilns.

In addition to the tile factories, plates, plat-
ters, large jars and other pieces are made in Do -
lores Hidalgo, emulating majolica ware from Pue -
bla or Guanajuato. The designs are extre mely
varied: sunflowers, calla lilies, fruit, fish, birds,
the Sun with a friendly, human face, Gua na jua -
to scenery, simple still lifes. That is, everything
imaginable.

High Temperature Ceramics. Stoneware is a
ceramic made with very hard, completely vitri-
fied paste that sometimes contains kaolin and
other clays. It is very resistent and when struck,
makes a metallic sound. It is also known as
high-temperature ceramics since it is fired at a
temperature of at least 1,200 degrees Celsius.
The color of the paste varies from grays, yellow-
ish white and brown to reds, depending on their
components. In different parts of Mex ico, indi -
genous and mestizo communities as well as
some artisans and independent artists produce
this kind of ceramics, making with it vases, boxes,
decorative plates and ashtrays. This kind of ce -
ramics is made in places like La Soledad neigh-
borhood in Acámbaro.

Paste Ceramics. To make this kind of white
porcelain, different industrially prepared pastes
are mixed with other industrial components
and water. The final mixture is poured into plas-
ter molds where it is left to dry and then pol-
ished. Later the pieces are fired and covered
with a vitreous glaze made of lead, borax or
another transparent enamel that is sometimes
colored with ceramic pigments. The designs
vary; sometimes even decals are used. Gold and
black are very common colors, as are typical

scenes of Guanajuato. These objects have
flooded the market, creating jobs for many peo-
ple in Dolores Hidalgo and Gua najuato, partic-
ularly in Mineral de Cata.

Tar-covered China and Miniatures. In the
1960s, very simple procedures were developed
to make ceramic figurines: one example is the
so-called tar-covered china mass produced in
the San Luisito neighborhood of Guanajuato.
This china is worked on a lathe, sanded, fired
and finally covered with tar dissolved in diesel

fuel or gasoline. This technique is used to make
perforated lamp bases incrusted with marbles,
tea or coffee services, candle holders and ash-
trays that were popular until a few years ago.

In the same neighborhood, other family-based
workshops produce small pieces made on lathes
to be used as toys or candy dishes. Since one of
the kinds of candy they hold is tamarind-fruit
candy, they are called tama rin deras.

The San Luisito potters use red and black clay
from the Santa Rosa mountains and grind it man-
ually or with machines, letting it settle in troughs.
The pieces they make and fire may not be very
artistic, but they can be very useful and curious to
look at. They are made with techniques that used
to be utilized to make vitreous porcelain.

Regardless of the name applied to the ce ra -
mics —a craft, minor art or even fine art— it
will always be a product of human beings and
society that we can see everywhere —despite the
nefarious advent of the plastic age— and that
continues to be useful and beautiful.

NOTES
1 Summarized version of La cerámica de Guanajuato (Gua na -

juato, 1995), non-published research by Car los Castañeda,
Patricia Fournier and Lourdes Mondragón, Guanajuato
State Cultural Institute.
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Majolica ware by Gorky González.
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1 ,  3  and  4  Chupícuaro ceramics at the Alhóndiga de Granaditas Museum. 2 Tar-covered piggy banks and  5  miniatures from 
San Luisito neighborhood.

1 2 3 4 5
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More than 40 years ago, ceramicist
Gorky González —whose workshop
is in Guanajuato’s Pastita neighbor-
hood— decided to try to recover the
tradition of majolica ware ceramics
made with viceregal techniques.
His love of clay and form has always
been the raison d’être of the activi-
ty that has given him both satisfaction and local, nation-
al and worldwide recognition. Two years in Japan, where
he studied with master ceramicists considered “national
treasures,” added the courage and simplicity of the Asian
spirit to his abilities.

Visiting Gorky’s workshop is a revelation, uncovering
the unexpected at the different moments of the process.
The porcelain balls tumbling in the grinders where the
craftsmen mix and prepare their own colors and enam-
els. The careful preparation of the clay —giving the word
“plasticity” meaning— which requires care since greater
plasticity makes for greater ease of handling but also for
more shrinkage as the piece dries before firing. Pieces
made in molds do not have this difficulty, but Gorky’s
workshop is known precisely for making all the round-

ed pieces by hand in the tradition-
al manner.

A high point is seeing the pieces
shaped by the potter, who uses
the wheel as an extension of him-
self, watching him add handmade
forms and figures to make, for
exam ple, a frog out of what had

been a container. The darkroom is key since the grad-
ual drying process, out of the way of drafts and direct
sunlight, diminishes breakage and cracks. The pieces
are fired for the first time; then the enamel is applied;
and then the artist-craftsman paints colored figures onto
the piece. Each artist has his own paintbrushes made of
horsehair and squirrel tail because, with use, they are
shaped to the intensity of his individual brush stroke.
Then comes the second firing and the piece takes on a
personality of its own. It is ready to take its place on
shelves or in display cases, dining rooms or the corner
of the house reserved for our most treasured objects.

Elsie Montiel
Editor

Gorky González’ Workshop 
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Two Art Museums
Juan Manuel Ramírez Palomares*
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Main entrance to the People’s Museum.
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PEOPLE’S MUSEUM OF GUANAJUATO

The Museo del Pueblo de Guanajuato (Peo ple’s
Museum of Guanajuato) is housed in what was
the seventeenth-century home of the Marquis
de Rayas, the oldest noble mansion in the city. 

The Marquises de Rayas were great promot-
ers of change in this mining town, contributing

to its economic development, giving part of
their fortune to build important works like the
curtain of the La Olla Dam.

The second Marquis de Rayas, Don Maria -
no de Sardaneta y Llorente, was a supporter of
independence and a personal friend of found-
ing father Don José María Morelos y Pavón. He
supported the insurgent army financially and,
after the War of Independence, was one of the
signers of the document formalizing the creation
of the new country.

The city of Guanajuato is renowned 

as the birthplace and scene of important events in Mexico’s history, 

for its particular urban layout and architecture, for its mineral wealth and for its

contributions to art and culture.

This small city, home to university teachers and students, 

is both traditional and cosmopolitan, with many little corners 

just right for contemplation and enjoyment. 

Its museums are outstanding. Here we feature two of them.

* Coordinator of Literature, Theater and Reading
Promotion, Guanajuato State Cultural Institute.

Museums
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José Chávez Morado mural, Baroque Chapel interior.
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The People’s Museum of Guanajuato was
opened as a cultural center in 1979 on the ini-
tiative of painters José Chávez Morado and Olga
Costa, who donated their eighteenth- and nine -
teenth-century art collections to make up part
of the museum’s permanent collection. Among
the institution’s objectives are exhibiting art from
both the past and the present and fostering plu -
rality of thought.

Today the museum has three floors of exhi-
bition halls. One is dedicated to the permanent
collection, including eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century religious and civic art, with works by
such renowned artists as Miguel Cabrera (eigh -
teenth century), Hermenegildo Bustos, Juan
Nepomuceno Herrera and José María Estrada
(nineteenth century), as well as a small pre-His -
panic and folk art collection.

The building still contains the family chapel
with its original baroque facade with pilasters
in the form of inverted pyramids. Inside is a mu -

ral by José Chávez Morado painted as a trip-
tych that depicts the story of one stage in the
history of Mexico.

Other spaces in the museum are used to
show the very diverse themes, idioms and tech -
niques of the work of well known contemporary
artists, including José Chávez Mo rado, Masa -
haru Shimada, Juan Manuel de la Rosa, Pedro
Asencio, Jesús Gallardo, Juan So riano and Ma -
nuel Álvarez Bravo.

The State Institute of Culture supports the
museum’s activities, which in addition devel-
ops programs for schools and social institu-
tions and extension services to all the munici-
palities in the state.

Museo del Pueblo de Guanajuato
Pocitos # 7
Downtown

Tel. (743) 229-90
Open Tuesday to Sunday 

9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. and 4:00 to 7:00 p.m.
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Facade, Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado Museum.

Colonial art from the People’s Museum permanent collection.

The People’s Museum 

of Guanajuato was opened in 1979 on 

the initiative of painters José Chávez 

Morado and Olga Costa.
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OLGA COSTA-JOSÉ CHÁVEZ MORADO

ART MUSEUM

The history of the building that houses the
Museo de Arte Olga Costa-José Chávez Mo ra -
do (Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado Art Mu -
seum) could be told like a legend. Two beings
bathed in light, overwhelmed by form and co l -
or, took up residence around the well of the
Peñafiel mine on a mining hacienda, located in
the Paxtitlán (“place of pastures”) neighborhood,
one of the roads most traveled by Purépechas
and Chichimecas.

Two artists lived there: Olga Costa grew her
garden and José Chávez Morado contemplat-
ed the history of his people. They did part of
their visual work here. Olga, full of color, pas-
sionately interpreted Mexican features; José,
an example of the dignity of giving oneself over
to life’s just causes, is the edifier of a difficult
simplicity.

The Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado Art
Museum is, then, a love story, like the inscrip-
tion of their two names on a tree trunk.

After living in the house for 46 years, they
donated it to the public. It opened its doors in
April 1993, and Olga died two months later. Her
ashes are deposited in a large urn in the patio in
which a beautiful siempreviva has been planted.

The site retains its original structure and func -
tions: visitors can view the furniture and objects
collected by its previous owners throughout the
world and over time: ceramics, embroidery, gold
work, tin devotional folk paintings and altar-
pieces. Marvels.

The museum also has temporary exhibits of
work by contemporary artists.

Museo de Arte Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado
Pastita # 158  Barrio de Pastita

Tel. (473) 109-77
Open Tuesday to Sunday 

9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. and 4:00 to 7:00 p.m.

103

D
an

ie
l M

un
gu

ía

D
an

ie
l M

un
gu

ía

Traditional majolica ware. Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado
Museum.

The ground floor of the Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado Museum holds the artists’ personal belongings.

The Olga Costa-José Chávez Morado 

Museum retains its

original structure and 

func tions.



A
lthough not very well known
for its wild areas, the state of
Guanajuato has beautiful, eco -

 logically and economically important
natural scenery. The Santa Rosa Forest
is one example,1 crossed by Father Hi -
dalgo and his followers on their march
from the town of Dolores to the city

of Guanajuato where the first battle of
the 1810 independence movement, the
historic battle for the granary and pow-
der warehouse known as the Alhón di -
ga de Gra naditas, would take place.

Guanajuato is situated in Central
Mex    ico in a transition zone between the
temperate climes of the North and
the tro pics of the South. The Santa Ro -
sa Mountains, in the central part of the
state, are part of the Gua na jua to Moun -

tain range, on the central high land. It
is one of the 151 areas nation wide set
aside by the Na tional Com mission for
the Research and Use of Biodiversity
(Conabio) as a priority for conservation.

The forest is made up mainly of holm
oak (Quercus spp.) that share the eco -
system with other trees like two species
of silk-tassel trees (Arbutus glandulosa
and Arbutus xalapensis) and the pin güi -
ca (Arctos taphyllus pungens).
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The Santa Rosa Forest 
In Guanajuato

Gerardo Vázquez Marrufo*

* Researcher at the National Polytech ni cal In -
stitute’s Center for Research and Ad  vanc ed
Studies (Cinvestav), Irapuato campus.
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The state of Guanajuato has beautiful, 

eco  logically and economically important natural scenery. 

The Santa Rosa Forest is one example. It is one of 

the 151 areas nation wide set aside as a priority for conservation.



SOME HISTORY

Not much is known of the peoples who
inhabited or crossed what is now the
municipality of Guanajuato, particu-
larly the Santa Rosa Forest, in ancient
times. The indigenous peoples of the
region have been given the generic
name of Chichimecs, which seems to

be the name for a rather heterogeneous
group of nomadic or semi-nomadic tri bes
that inhabited the arid reaches of pre-
Hispanic Central and Northern Mex -
ico. Some authors say that the Pa me chi -
 chimecs and Gua mares inhabited what
is now the state of Gua na jua  to.2 Do -
cumentation about these groups’ know -
ledge and use of the forest is scant given
that they left very limited traces.3

Santa Rosa is an important forest
na  tionally and regionally from the his-
torical-scientific point of view. The Aus -
 trian Alexander von Humboldt arriv ed
in Guanajuato in 1803 and wrote up
several observations and technical des -
criptions during his stay, including a
map of the city and its environs. Si tuat -
ed at a still unidentified point, von Hum -

boldt calculated the forest to be 2,815
meters above sea level. Interestingly, his
calculation is not far off what modern
maps state about the different peaks of
the moun tain range, that go from 2,350
to 2,800 meters above sea level. In the
forest, he discovered, described and
named the “carnivorous” plant Pingüi co -
la grandifolia, which can still be observed

during the rainy season from June to
September. Today, the specimen col-
lected by von Humboldt is in the Na -
tural History Museum of Paris. He also
described the Cucheria so cia lis, “a larva
that inhabits the silk-tassel trees and
produces the indigenous silk,”4 but whose
existence in the forest has not been
documented scientifically.

It was the French doctor, Alfred
Au guste Delsescautz Dugés, who made
the first lists of flora and fauna in the
state of Guanajuato. Dugés arrived in
Mexico in May 1853, and from 1861
until his death in 1910, he made his
home in the city of Gua najuato.5 In
addition to holding several different
public posts, the doctor taught zoolo-
gy and botany at the State College,

today the University of Guanajuato.
He formed his natural history collec-
tion with specimens from the region
and others sent from different parts
of the country and abroad by friends
and naturalists with whom he main-
tained contact. In addition to his two
books Fauna del Estado de Guana jua -
to (Fauna of the State of Guana jua to)6

and Flora i Fauna del Estado de Gua -
najuato [sic] (Flora and Fauna of the
State of Guanajuato),7 he wrote a num -
ber of articles about the region’s species.
A hundred years later, Dr. Du gés’ des -
cription is still the most complete com -
pendium of the state’s flora and fauna.

Although he was particularly inter-
ested in herpetology, Dugés also did
botanical work about the flora of Gua -
najuato. In 1879 for example, he des -
cribed the new genera of plants from
the Ramnaceas family based on his
study of specimens collected at the
Mellado Mine in the municipality of
Guanajuato.8 Probably many of the
species Dugés included on his list were
observed and collected in the moun-
tains; however, the natural his tory col-
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lection he left us requires a new eval-
uation to see if these species still exist
in the forest.

BIODIVERSITY AND CLIMATE

Given their extension and location, the
Santa Rosa Mountains have an impor-

tant influence on the climate, acting
as a regulator of temperature in near-
by areas, including the state capital.
They also have high summer rainfall,
which contributes to replenishing water
sup plies in a wide region that in cludes
some agricultural areas of the very pro -
ductive Bajío region. How ever, the im -
portance and breadth of that climat ic
regulation has yet to be evaluated.

The Santa Rosa Forest is an impor-
tant center of biological diversity. The
white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virgini-
anus) still lives here, but its status is
unknown and very probably it is sub-
ject to capture and clandestine hunt-
ing. A great many kinds of birds live in
the forest, some of which are mi gra tory
and others endemic to Mexico. One is

the golden eagle (Aquila chry saetos),
considered an endangered species.9

Our working group has found more
than 50 species of wild mushrooms in
the Santa Rosa Forest, some of which
are used for food by local rural commu -
nities during the rainy season. For exam -
ple, several species are in the form of
coral from the Ra maria genus, others

from the Amanita and the Lyco perdon
genera. The species Amanita caesarea
and Amanita muscaria, found by our
working group in collaboration with
Joa quín Cifuentes’ UNAM team, are in -
 clud ed on the list of protected species,
the former as deserving special pro-
tection and the latter as an end an -
gered species.10

Forestry activity and mining —both
intense activities for 400 years— are
the most important factors in anthro-
pogenic environmental changes on
the borders and inside the Santa Rosa
Forest. Wood was the first input need-
ed both by mines and residents in the
mining towns around the forest, among
them the city of Guana juato and the
town of La Luz. Today, logging cen-

ters on the large species of holm oak
used for firewood and making char-
coal, although the silk-tassel trees and
the pingüica are also logged. The exten -
sive cattle ranching and rain-fed cul-
tivation practiced in the mountains are
mainly for subsistence or local mar-
kets. The growth of cities, the con-
struction of the Guanajuato-Dolores

Hidalgo highway, tourism and recre-
ational activities are the most recent
anthropogenic factors in environmen-
tal change whose effect on the eco -
system and local species have still not
been determined.

The diversity of wild animal, plant
and microorganic species in the San -
ta Rosa Forest, together with the ge -
netic stock that each one represents,
are part of the flows of matter and
energy in this ecosystem and are a
potential source of new resources, pro -
ducts and processes for local commu-
nities’ socio economic development.
Unfor tunately, the scant number of
ecological studies has slowed the sus-
tainable use of this biological wealth
that would allow for the conservation
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of the ecosystem and its species in
the long term.

The knowledge that the inhabi -
tants of these communities have about
many of the plant, mushroom and ani -
mal species is in itself a cultural re -
source that must be preserved. It is in
danger of being lost due to the con-
stant mi gration of local inhabitants to

urban areas and the changes in life -
styles be cause of regional development.

Santa Rosa is also important as a
natural laboratory for the study of the
evolutionary processes and ecological
dynamics of temperate holm oak fo r -

ests. In addition, this forest has long
been an area for rest and recreation
for inhabitants of nearby cities.

RECENT STUDIES

Today, knowledge about the animal,
vegetable and microorganic species that

inhabit the Santa Rosa Forest has begun
to increase thanks to studies by differ -
ent ecological groups and research ers
working in the area. The group from the
Center for Research and Advanced
Studies, Irapuato campus, to which I

belong, has been document ing the spe -
cies of wild mushrooms for the last
five years in collaboration with research -
ers from the UNAM. We also study some
of the effects that logging for firewood
and for making charcoal has on the trees’
physiology and the physical-chemical
characteristics and mi crobe composi-
tion of the soil. We hope that all these

studies, together with those of other
working groups, will make it possible to
develop strategies for using, conserving
and regenerating the Santa Rosa Moun -
 tains so this forest may be admired and
enjoyed by future generations.
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1 A large part of the information in this article
was taken from the National Commission for
Research and Use of Biodiversity’s web site:
http://www.conabio.gob.mx, concretely from the
section “2000. Regiones terrestres prioritarias de
México,” compiled by L. Arriaga, J.M. Espi no za,
C. Aguilar, E. Martínez, L. Gómez and E. Loa.

2 A. J. J. Dávila, ¡Chichimecatl! Origen, cultura,
lucha y extinción de los gallardos bárbaros del
Norte (Mexico City: Universidad de Coa hui -
la/El Ateneo Fuente, 1967).

3 Research about Santa Rosa is recent and there
are practically no scientific articles about the

area. Therefore, most of our working group’s
research results (the author does ecological
re search on the anthropogenic impact on the
structure and function of the Santa Rosa Forest)
and that of other researchers have been col-
lected in undergraduate and graduate theses.

4 C. Minguet, Alejandro de Humboldt. Histo -
riador y geógrafo de la América española (1799-
1804), vol. I, Jorge Padín Vela, trans. (Mexico
City: UNAM, 1985), pp. 212-215.

5 E. Beltrán, A. C. Jáuregui and A. R. Cruz,
Alfredo Dugés (Guanajuato: Gobierno del Es -
tado de Guanajuato, 1990).

6 Beltrán et al., op. cit. 
7 Alfred Dugés, Flora i Fauna del Estado de

Gua najuato (Guanajuato: Impresos de la Di -
rec ción General de Educación Pública,
Gobierno del Estado de Guanajuato, 1924).

8 Alfred Dugés, “Descripción de un nuevo gé -
nero de la familia Ramnáceas,” Elías Tra -
bulse, Historia de la ciencia en México. Siglo
XIX (Mex ico City: Conacyt/Fondo de Cultura
Econó mica, 1985), pp. 58-61.

9 The golden eagle was declared endangered by
Mexican Official Norm NOM-ECOL-059-94.

10 Mexican Official Norm NOM-ECOL-059-94.
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here would be just as famil -
iar to the inhabitants of any other city):

With all due respect and without any hidden mean -

ing or double entendre, the woman who sticks in

our mind could be called Big Mama. She’s a Big

Mama in good faith and by the grace of her caste.

In good faith because she goes decidedly out to

meet the Mexican compliment par excellence, “Hey

there, Big Mama!” said frankly and energetically.

She loves it when they shout it out to her from any

distance and they aim it at her ass....

During any talk with her, her lips will produce

sensual pouts, childish smiles, accidental bites

and highfalutin adjectives. Her hands will touch

the excited man she is talking to on the shoulder

by way of an intimate confession, on the arm after

something funny, on the thighs while relaying sex-

ual gossip, until she naturally ends up taking mi -

croscopic specks off his jacket and concentrates

on perfecting the knot of his tie.1

Guillermo Samperio’s narrative universe is
peopled with almost archetypical characters
of the urban geography, like the Man of the Keys,
the Simple Woman of Noon and the Man of the

Shadows. They are vignettes that make it possi-
ble to recover the human dimension in the office-
reality of big cities.

Paco Ignacio Taibo II has created a more polit -
ical urban mythology. The adventures of The
Spider, a proletarian hero of union struggles in
Mexico City’s poor neighborhoods, in addition
to having endings that are both surprising and
entertaining, are also narrated in a strangely ro -
mantic ambiance amidst the debates and march -
es of the working class. So, for example, in the
short story “Loves,” marginalized spaces are ero -
ticized, immediately giving rise to a reflection
about the act of writing:

What could be more romantic on the face of the

asphalt than the sunsets red with foundry smoke

that sparkled in miniature in her eyes? Where

was there more tenderness than in the corner,

cold, clinging to each other waiting for the com-

plaining old bus? What embraces more sultry than

those in the back seat of the collective taxi on the

way to La Villa, knowing all the while that you

just had to avoid the neon light every 15 seconds

and with 14 seconds to explore each other’s skin?

How could you compare other loves with the

love-with-fear conveyed by a sweaty hand when

the horizon became blue with mounted police,

sabers in hand?

They were love stories of movies that would

never be made. Loves without the subtitles on the

bottom of the TV screen; socialist realist novels

that nobody would write because back then the

little fat man had not been possessed by the fever

of beginning to play with our past in the name of

the sacred testimony.2

On another part of the social spectrum, Luis
Miguel Aguilar and Rafael Pérez Gay present us
with an ingenious and complex portrait of the
educated middle class, particularly those living
in areas like Coyoacán, Condesa and Copilco
(the three C’s of Mexico City’s urban intellec-
tual map).

These exercises of emotional confession con -
tain enough material for parody. Let us see the

D
ra

w
in

gs
 b

y 
H

éc
to

r P
on

ce
 d

e 
Le

ón



Literature

113

obvious allusion to Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for
Godot in a brief dialogue between the narrator and
a couple of phone company workers, from “God -
 zilón y Clavería, telefonistas beckettianos” (Godzi -
lón and Clavería, Becke ttian Phone Workers):

The set consists of a sidewalk, a lamp post and a

Telephone Company truck. Godzilón and Clavería

are on stage. Enter You.

You: Give me a hand, won’t you? I’ve been with-

out a phone for three months. It’s right nearby. I’ll

pay you. I promise.

Clavería: We can’t go.

You: I’m begging you. I’ve already reported it

15,000 times and nobody comes.

Clavería: We can’t go. (To Godzilón) We can’t go,

can we?

Godzilón: (Looking away) We can’t go.

Clavería: We can’t go.

You: Please. I’ll pay you.

Clavería: (Moving his head as he looks at the

ground) No, we can’t go.

You: So, you can’t go?

Godzilón: No, we can’t.

Clavería: We can’t go.

You: Well, thanks.

Clavería: Thanks for what? We can’t go.3

This dialogue of the absurd —a faithful ren-
dition of many dialogues a la Mexicana— is part
of a New Mexican Types series, which also
includes “El Barrendero a la Hitchcock” (The
Street Sweeper in the Hitchcock Style); “El
Taxista Heraclíteo” (The Heraclitusian Taxi
Driver); “Toñito, el Velador Impasible” (Toñito,
the Ugly Night Watchman); “El Marchante del
Duino” (The Merchant of Duino) and “‘No Pus
No’: El Carpintero Buonarrottiano” (“No, Er,
No”: The Buona rrottian Carp enter). These paro-
dies appeal to readers’ familiarity with U.S.
and European U.S. movies, poetry, sculp-
ture, novels and theater. Using this strategy,
an examination of one’s navel acquires the di men -
 sions of erudite cosmopolitanism and chronicles
of day-to-day urban life reach the heights of an
unparalleled feat.

DOMUS AND POLIS

FROM THE STREET TO THE HOME

In the period covered by this essay (1975 to
2000), the number of studies about urban cul-
tural identity has multiplied. Almost all of them
point to transformations in the symbolic organi-
zation of urban areas, and in particular of the
functions assigned to the distinction between
domestic and public spaces, between the home
and the street.

From a synchronic perspective, this distinc-
tion makes it possible to understand a new
assignation of gender roles. Today, segregation
of urban space in terms of its belonging to one
gender or another is no longer as absolute as
before; while more and more women are in the
work place, men are now relatively more se -
cluded in the domestic space when they turn
their own homes into offices, using electronic
communications.

The diachronic perspective has also direct-
ed attention to momentary changes, pointing
to how consumption and cultural recreation
have moved from the street into the home. In
the 1960s, the spaces for casual and some-
times ritual encounters with others were parks,
plazas, stadiums, bars or dance halls. But in the
1990s, homes were outfitted with televisions,
computers, telephones, radios and newspapers,
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which seemed sufficient to in form and enter-
tain urban residents.

These transformations have been dealt with
in different ways in contemporary short sto-
ries. In the stories in the collection Mi vida
privada es del dominio público (My Private Life
Is a Matter of Public Domain), Bernarda Solís
links both aspects of the urban experience (the
private and the public) in paradoxes. The pro-
tagonists’ personal conflicts are narrated with
considerable critical distance given the in ti mist
tradition typical of the first half of the century. It
becomes clear here that the conflicts are caused
by the conventions of a city in which women
have been relegated to a secondary role.

Few writers have explored women’s internal
world as solidly and with as much of a sense of
humor as Elena Poniatowska. In her “De noche
vienes” (You Come By Night), we see the dis-
trict attorney interrogate a woman who has
been mar ried to five different men for seven
years without any of them suspecting that the
others existed. The apparent ironic indifference
of the interrogator is clear from the beginning of
the story:

“But, aren’t you unhappy?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“Sometimes, a little, when my shoes are too

tight...”

“I mean aren’t you unhappy because of your

situation, ma’am.” He emphasized “ma’am”,

letting it sink to the bottom of Hell “Ma’am.”

“And every thing that comes out of it.

Doesn’t it make you unhappy?”

“No.”

“Were you examined by the doctor on

duty?”

“No. Why?” protested García. “This isn’t

a rape case.”

“Oh, yes. Right. They’re the ones who

should be examined,” laughed the question -

 er, making vulgar motions with his hands.4

Urban narrative also shows signs of black
humor. This is the case of Francisco Hinojosa,
who uses it even in his very popular stories for
children, like La señora más fea del mundo (The
Ugliest Woman in the World). In “Nunca en
domingo” (Never on Sunday) —part of a genre
the author himself created that consists of writ-
ing a story in the form of a novel with 100 very
brief chapters— we en counter a tone more of
parody than journalism, as part of the urban tra-
dition of the crime genre. They are all crimes
related somehow to the tedium and routine of
urban life, told with the cynicism of an indolent
narrator. The crime story tradition is already part
of our urban identity, as the symptom of hidden
violence, always on the point of surfacing. Irony
freezes our smile into a rictus of skepticism, si -
milar to the one so familiar to us when we meet
up with our neighbors.

THE TRADITION OF URBAN BESTIARIES

Some sub-genres of the short story are tradi-
tionally urban, like the police story and science
fiction. Anthologies also cover urban bestiaries,
social fiction and political prophesies.

Let us look at three examples of fantasy nar-
rative and contemporary science fiction, each
of them an allegory of our urban condition.
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Guillermo Sheridan’s El dedo de oro (The
Golden Finger) is a political science fiction novel
about the presidential succession in Mexico. The
chapter called “Depende” (It Depends) can be
read as an independent story. The following is
a fragment that gives an indication of the
Kafka-esque labyrinths of the Mexican bu re au -
cracy and the everyday climate of influence
brokery: 

“Yes?”

“We want a passport.”

“You want or you wanted?”

“We wanted.”

“Did you want an inside track or did you want to

get it yourselves?”

“What’s better?”

“That depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“On who you are.”

In a quick glance, Baldy and Sofía ex changed the

fear of being someone.

“We’re not anybody,” said Sofía, smiling humbly.

“Well, then, what ya need is to take out some

influence.”

“And how do you do that?” asked Baldy.

“Go to window 322 and ask for an application

form.”

Sofía dropped her eyes and Baldy pressed her

hand.

“Where’s that window?”

“Depends.”

“Depends? Depends on what?”

“On whether y’r goin’ to the Ped offices or the

Sumo offices...”

“Which is better?”

“They’re both just as bad.”

“And what’s next?”

“Well, you fill out the application form for some

influence.”

“And are they gonna give it to me?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“That there’s any available.”

“Hmmm...” Baldy looked at the ceiling.

“Next!” yelled the half face behind the window.5

Guadalupe Loaeza, in her “La rosa púrpura
de San Lázaro” (The Purple Rose of San Lá za -
ro), proposes a parody of Woody Allen in which
the narrator is watching the minister of the in -
terior on television as he answers opposition
criticisms in the Chamber of Deputies:

“Inflation dropped from 150 percent to 60 per-

cent, an important difference and, undoubtedly,

an achievement of our policy,” he said to the PSUM

deputy.

“Yes, but what was the cost?” I exclaimed suddenly.

At that very moment, the minister raised his head

and looked straight at me. 

“What did you say?” he asked me.

“Me?” I asked incredulously, surprised.

“Yes, yes, you.”

“Are you talking to me?”

“Yes, you’ve been sitting in front of your television

for hours.”
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I couldn’t believe it. The same thing was hap-

pening to me that had happened to Cecilia (Mia

Farrow) in Woody Allen’s last movie, The Purple

Rose of Cairo. And just like Tom Baxter decides

to come down off the screen, I watched Jesús Silva-

Herzog come out of the television. 

“Why did you say that?” he asked, standing in

front of me.

We quickly got into my Volkswagen and headed

downtown. Since the traffic was holding us up,

we decided to take the subway. The minister

couldn’t believe his eyes. 

“Why are there so many people?” he asked.

“Oh, it’s always this full, Mr. Minister. This is

Mexico City.”6

Science fiction is also creating a tradition of its
own. It has become mature enough to enjoy the
luxury of parodying the genre’s conventions, adapt -
 ed to the Mexican context. Héctor Cha varría nar -
rates the reactions of Mexico City residents when
they hear a nuclear alert. In “Lo último de nues-
tras vidas” (The Last Thing in Our Lives), each
of the inhabitants of Mexico City decides to do
whatever he or she had never dared do under
normal conditions, like “the TV commentator who
ends up doing a strip tease on the freeway to
the delight of passersby.”7 In the end, it all turns
out to be a computer hacker’s joke, although the
lives of those who did not commit suicide changed
radically and, sometimes, ridiculously.

These forms of pessimism about the coun-
try’s future seem to fit into the paranoid, hope-
less climate also shared by a surprisingly grow-
ing number of cyber-punk writers who adopt
the perspective of what some have called a
post-apocalyptic narrative.

AFTER THE END

Each form of humor contributes to the collec-
tive portrait of a common space, precisely
because of each writer’s vocation to show a par-
ticular vision of the apocalypse and give voice to
the city’s many characters.

Humor is a narrative strategy and can also be
a life style, a vehicle for social criticism, a symp-
tom of a break with convention, an exploration
of what is different, a voyage toward the other
and, perhaps, at the end of the day, the begin-
ning of a more satisfactory dialogue with reality.

Humor can also be a symptom of the col-
lective aspiration to a climate of discussion and
criticism that would make the city a democra-
tic space for living together in a civilized fash-
ion. After all, the city is many cities, and the
literary city is just as complex and diverse as
the political city.

In all these cases, it is always the reader who
has the last word.

NOTES

1 Guillermo Samperio, Gente de la ciudad (Mexico City:
Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1981), pp. 33-37.

2 Paco Ignacio Taibo II, El regreso de la verdadera araña
(Mexico City: Joaquín Mortiz, 1988), p. 109.

3 Luis Miguel Aguilar, Nadie puede escribir un libro (Mexico
City: Cal y Arena, 1997), p. 56.

4 Elena Poniatowska, De noche vienes (Mexico City: Era,
1979), pp. 149 and 151.

5 Guillermo Sheridan, El dedo de oro (Mexico City:
Alfaguara, 1996), pp. 223-228.

6 Guadalupe Loaeza, Las niñas bien (Mexico City: Cal y
Arena, 1988), pp. 136-138.

7 Héctor Chavarría, “Lo último de nuestras vidas,” Gerardo
Horacio Porcayo, comp., Los mapas del caos (Mexico City:
Ramón Llaca, 1997), p. 8.



117

H
e guards the cars at a parking lot next
to the house, but, after 7 p.m. and
for a not-so-symbolic fee, he also keeps

an eye on the cars in the neighborhood, in -
cluding ours. His Spanish is as strange as the
way he tells us something has happened.

“Some unrestless young fellas took away
your car’s radio antenna.”

“How was it they did that, Toñito?”
“Well, they were unrestless. In love with

trouble. They’re from the junior high school
next door. They twisted the antenna until it
broke and then they took it with them. But
they’re only doing it for fun because, what
good is it to them?”

“But you saw them. Why didn’t you stop
them?”

“No. They were just kids. I have my gun
here.”

“But, Toñito, you saw them. Why didn’t you
say anything to them?”

“No. Nobody steals cars here. I have the
gun. The other day some crooks came around
and were shooting. Didn’t you hear the shots?
They broke that window. They were after my
boss. I don’t know what he owes them. But I
didn’t go out. He wasn’t here. There was no
need to go out. Nobody steals cars around here.”

“No. I didn’t hear anything. But now I don’t
have an antenna. Why didn’t you stop them?”

“Yes, they were the friends of trouble. The
antenna is no use to them. It was just fun.”

“Well, it’s not the first time, Toño. The other
night a friend who came to visit parked his car
here, and they stole his stereo.”

“No. I have the gun. Don’t be afraid. Nobody
steals cars here.”

“And the other day I came out and the alarm
on my car had a clothes hanger sticking out of it.
Somebody tried to force the alarm and couldn’t.
And you didn’t even notice.”

“No, if they want to steal the car I have the
gun. Nobody steals cars around here.”

“But they steal antennas and radios and they
force alarms. And look at the dent the car has
here. I’ve been wanting to ask you about that
dent. I didn’t make it.”

“No. The ones who took the antenna were
just some unrestless young guys. I have the gun.”

“I’m not asking you to shoot at them. I just
want you to tell them to go away if you see
them at it.”

“No. I watch them from here. I have the gun.”
“So you’ve left me without an antenna.”
“No. It was the unrestless kids.”
“You should at least have told me about it so

that I could say something to them. It was 8:30
at night.”

“No. Nobody steals cars around here. I have
the gun.”

“Good night, Toño.”
“Right. Good night.” 

Toñito, The Ugly Night Watchman1

Luis Miguel Aguilar*

* Mexican writer.
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Y
ou get into his taxi and tell him the
address you’re going to. He says that
you should tell him the way. So, you say,

“From here on, straight ahead and we’re there.”
He says, “You don’t say? There was no way

we’d get there if we went backwards.”
Instead of insulting him, you say, “I mean that

this street takes us directly to Mazatlán Avenue,
which is where I’m going.”

“You don’t say? I thought you were going in
the cab. Ha, ha.”

Instead of smashing his head against the
windshield, you sit in fuming silence. That is,
useless silence.

“Oh, I’ve figured out where we are,” says the
cab driver suddenly. “It’s here.”

“No. It’s not here. This is Tamaulipas. I said
that straight ahead we would get to Mazatlán.”

“Well, we’ll fix that right away. What’s the
problem? All these streets have islands in the mid -
dle. The island that goes that way comes back
the other way. In the end, all streets meet.”

“You don’t say?”  you say, given the minimal
op portunity of pre-Socratic vengeance. “That is
to say, if you’re going down one street, you’ll
come to another?”

“So, it got your goat. It got your goat, young
man. But you see that anybody who gets burned,
dies from it. There’s nobody here who won’t get
a head of steam in a fire.”2

At the next corner he makes a U-turn.
“You see? Without even asking directions

we got there. Nobody’s lost forever.”
“Let me out over there by that grey car. The

grey car. You passed it.”
“That’s what I tell my old lady. Give me

three yards in reverse and I’ll open up a road to
heaven. Don’t you think? Sometimes we only
move forward by going backwards. If every-
thing in life were only like losing your way. You
see? Mazatlán and Tamaulipas are not two dif-
ferent streets like you said; in the end, they’re
the same street. Everything returns. Everything
is together. We’ve arrived, haven’t we?”

The Heraclitusian Taxi Driver

NOTES

1 The title of the short story on page 117 alludes to the Graham Greene novel, The Ugly American, which was translated
into Spanish as El americano impasible, or “The Unfeeling American”. Therefore, the original title of this short story in
Spanish would be literally translated “The Unfeeling Night Watchman.” [Translator’s Note.]

2 In Spanish, “getting burned” includes doing something silly, and the original text has the person dying from the burns,
“el ardor”, which also means ardor.

Both stories are fragments of Luis Miguel Aguilar’s short story “Nuevos tipos mexicanos,” in Nadie puede escribir un libro
(Mexico City: Cal y Arena, 1997). 

Published by permission of Editorial Cal y Arena.
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D
r. Román Piña Chan (born, 1920) died last April
10. But, who was he and why do we say his aca -
demic career was exemplary? Dr. Piña was one of

Mexico’s most prolific archeological researchers. He wrote
innumerable books and articles describing his field work
and effected studies on almost all of Mexico’s cultural re -
gions, but, above all, he contributed enormously to our know -
ledge about pre-Hispanic cultures. He was the last of a series
of great Mexican archaeologists that began with Manuel
Gamio in the 1920s and continued with Alfonso Caso and
others like Eduardo Noguera in the following decades.

His contributions can be divided by regions and topics,
but a common thread runs through all of them; they all
complement each other and are connected to a broader,

more general idea. In the excavations he did in some parts
of the Mexico Basin, among them Tlatilco and Tlapacoya,
Piña Chan defined a cultural stage characterized by the
adoption of forms of village life, settlements that may have
been rudimentary technologically speaking, but with very
broad social development that even allowed them to estab-
lish relations with other cultures, among them the Olmecs.
He called this stage the preclassical horizon (1955), now
also known as the formative period.

The preclassical cultures, like the Gulf cultures and the
Olmecs, are topics that he wrote several works on. But his
contributions do not stop there. He also did studies at sites
like Chalcatzingo and Xochicalco in Morelos, and Jaina,
Bonampak, Chichen Itzá, Uxmal and Palenque, among oth-
ers in the Maya region. His exploration of the Teotenango
site in the State of Mexico from 1970 to 1975 constituted one
of the most important interdisciplinary studies in Mexican
archaeology.

He also studied the cultures that settled in the West, the
Huasteca area, Central Mexico and, of course, the Maya
region. His knowledge of practically the entire  Me so a   mer -
ican horizon allowed him to build what he called in one of
his works “a vision of pre-Hispanic Mexico” (1967).

No less important than his excavations were his works
as an ethno-historian. For Piña Chan, research was unfin-
ished and had no value if the scientists did not compare its
results with documentary sources: archaeology with a his-
toric tradition. His hypotheses in this field were polemical.
For example, he created a controversy when he posited the
Maya culture’s influence on the Toltecs (1972), a hypothe-
sis that contradicts the idea that the highland cultures were
disseminated throughout the Southeast during the post-
classical period.

Another of his proposals fixed the origin of Tamoanchán
(a mythical paradise, the birthplace of the gods). In a 1997 lec -
ture, he said, “So many years after having developed this

Román Piña Chan
An Exemplary Archaeologist

Joel Santos Ramírez*

* Archaeologist. Researcher at the National Institute of Anthro -
pology and History (INAH).
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hypothesis, today I would only change the title to ‘Xochical -
co, a Historical Tamoanchán.’ I would also correct the place in
which the cult of Quetzalcóatl originated to ‘the place where
a special form of the cult of Quetzalcóatl developed.’ I believe
the rest is still valid.”

An unfortunate accident in 1984 while excavating in Be -
cán, Campeche, left him without the use of his legs. It halt-
ed his field work, but did not stop him from continuing his
research and making brilliant contributions. Although he no
longer went to the sites himself, until a few months ago he
did direct a research project in Oaxaca through one of his
students. He continued to be a prolific writer: a little over a
year ago he published a new book about the Cacaxtla paint-
ings, and at the time of his death, he was preparing other
works that will now remain unfinished.

Despite his health, Piña Chan never stopped teaching.
For many, his classes were determinant in their training, and
he acted as thesis advisor to many students. From its begin-
nings almost six years ago, he encouraged the publication

Actualidades Arqueológicas (Current Archaeology), a maga-
zine published by archaeology students all over the country.
He was its honorary president. Every year, a group of stu-
dents organize a symposium in his honor; this year will be the
sixth, the first he will miss. His presentation was to be about
the Tingambato, Michoacán, archaeological site, one that he
excavated.

Piña Chan was an experienced excavator and an out-
standing theoretician; many of his proposals continue to
be valid today, while others continue to cause debate. He
did not write only for academia, however; he also pub-
lished ma terials for the general public, museum guides,
pamphlets and guides to archaeological sites. But, his most
outstanding characteristic, one that made him an exem-
plary teacher, was his modesty: the cordiality with which
he and his wife welcomed students into their home, the
patience he displayed when a topic was not understood,
his passion for teach ing and his immeasurable love for his
profession, archaeology.
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La verdadera historia del chocolate
(The True History of Chocolate)
Sophie D. Coe and Michael D. Coe
Fondo de Cultura Económica
Mexico City, 1999, 396 pp.

The ancient Maya drank it hot, mixed with different
flavorings like chili peppers and vanilla; the much-

coveted foam was produced by pouring the liquid from
one recipient to another. With the Mexicas, the flavors of
chocolate diversified. Sahagún tells us of chocolate fla-
vored with chili peppers, vanilla flowers, huitztecolli flow-
ers; there was brilliant red chocolate, white chocolate and
black chocolate, all tinted with flowers. It could also be
prepared with black zapote seeds or with corn. It was usu-
ally drunk cold. After their arrival in Mexico, the Spaniards

—especially the women— became fervent addicts. English
traveler Thomas Gage, who was in San Cristóbal de las
Casas around 1629, relates how the most important ladies
of the town could barely sit through mass and the sermon
at the cathedral and that, to help them through the long
service, they would send for foamy little cups of chocolate
and plates of sweets. When the bishop threatened to ex -
communicate them if they continued to eat and drink in
the house of God, the feisty criollas went to hear mass at
other churches and the cathedral stood empty. A short time
later the over-conscientious bishop became ill and died;
he had drunk chocolate laced with a slow poison (the strong
flavor of the chocolate masked the flavor of the poison).
The most extraordinary excesses of chocolate came about,
however, in the Old World, when the novel drink took hold
of the European courts and elites. The notorious Marquis
de Sade, protagonist of so many other excesses, had to live
up to his reputation when it came to chocolate. Gossip
mongers say that during a party in Marseilles, the marquis
mixed chocolate and Spanish-fly in a dessert. When it took
effect, the entire evening became a fantastic orgy; the most
upright found themselves prisoners of “the most amorous
frenzy,” and the most res pectable women were “incapable
of resisting the uterine furor.” The marquis himself, who
spent more than 30 years of his life in different prisons, was
a great chocolate addict and repeatedly asked for tablets,
wafers and cakes “as black from chocolate as the Devil’s
ass is from smoke.”

These are only some of the most famous episodes of La
verdadera historia del chocolate (a title which alludes to
Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s Historia verdadera de la conquista
de la Nueva España [The True History of the Conquest of
New Spain]). The book, begun by Sophie D. Coe, who did
most of the research, was finished after her death by Mi ch -
ael D. Coe, the renowned Mayanist. Perhaps Michael’s
part in the book explains some of the generalizations, at
times superficial, that tend to present the Europeans in an
unfavorable light vis-à-vis the indigenous peoples: the book
talks of Felipe II’s fanaticism; the “silliness” of Western me -
dicine, particularly the theories of humors; and Oviedo’s
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contempt for the indigenous. But these slips do not over-
shadow the book’s merits. 

It is a history of chocolate crossed by several parallel his -
tories: the conquest of Mexico by the Europeans, but also
the conquest of Mexico by Europe, particularly through its
plants and fruit; the economic relations among four conti-
nents (Europe, the Americas, Asia and Africa) manifest in
the exchange of slaves, spices and raw materials; Euro -
pean medicine, with its myths, beliefs and confusions; the
social, cultural and political meaning of fashions in food;
the links between the culture of the elite and the culture
of the masses. Chocolate is always the protagonist of the
book and the story is told through its captivating adven-
tures. The result is an enjoyable, seductive read, that at the
same time opens up roads for future exploration.

The story starts in Mexico and Central America, where
the cacao tree originated. Even the scientific name of the ca -
cao tree, Theobroma cacao (thus named by Lineus in the
eighteenth century), implies its destiny as the representa-
tive of the meeting of two worlds. The first part of the name,
theobroma, is from the Greek, meaning “food of the gods.”
The second part, cacao, seems to be the Maya word, kakaw.
After this etymological digression —of which there are
several in the book— Sophie and Michael introduce the
different varieties of cacao trees. There are external and na -
 tive cacao trees: the former are more resistent and account
for 80 percent of today’s international cacao crop. The
crio lla variety produces a superior flavor and aroma and is
still used to make the best, deluxe chocolates. The criolla
variety was the one used mainly among the Maya and the
Mexica, or rather, among their elites: chocolate was a lux-
ury. Therefore, among the Mexica, only the members of
the royal household, warriors and the upper merchant class
enjoyed it. To this high social value corresponded a high
monetary value: cacao beans were used as currency and, ac -
cording to Francisco Cervantes de Salazar, Moc tezuma’s
royal treasury held more than 40,000 measures, or 960
million cacao beans. During the colonial period, cacao con -
tinued to be used as currency and some cases of counter-
feiting were even registered.

After its arrival in Europe, chocolate continued for a long
time to be a luxury beverage destined only for the upper
class. But, before it became more popularly consumed, it
went through a period in which it was rejected and adapt-
ed; it had to overcome three major barriers: the barrier of
taste and ecclesiastic and medical objections. The first

European tales about chocolate describe it as a repugnant
drink that brought to mind the human sacrifices so abom-
inable to the conquistadors. Oviedo watched in horror as
the natives drank chocolate flavored with achio te, a paste
made of different chili peppers, that stained the lips and
mouth red as though they had drunk blood. Soon, with the
mingling of the two cultures (and above all the assimilation
by the Spanish women of the indigenous women’s customs),
chocolate, like so many other native products, won the accep -
tance of the Europeans. At the same time, the use of spices
familiar to the European pa late like cinnamon, anise and
black pepper in making chocolate contributed to its cross-
ing the taste barrier.

To overcome the medical barrier, chocolate had to open
up a favorable space for itself in the theory of the humors
that, with certain variations, ruled Western medicine from
the time of Hippocrates until the eighteenth century. Ac -
cording to the theory of the humors, food (as well as human
beings or places) were classified in four categories (warm,
cold, humid and dry, which had little to do with today’s
concepts of hot or cold). Health was due to the equilibri-
um of the four humors in the body (black bile, blood,
phlegm and yellow bile) and illness came about when one
of the humors prevailed over the others. In that case, the
rebellious humor had to be countered with its opposite: a
hot disease was attacked with cold foods. In this reperto-
ry, cacao was cold and humid, even if, when prepared as
chocolate with the addition of spices, the final result was
hot. Among the main medicinal uses of chocolate was for
the relief of constipation (the Spaniards, great consumers
of meat, were in serious need of laxatives) and its supposed
aphrodisiac properties. Therefore, initially, cho colate crossed
the Atlantic as a medicine.

By the seventeenth century, the non-medical consump-
tion of chocolate had spread so much in the religious com-
munity that it was the subject of serious theological de -
bates. The dispute, in which much ink was spilled, could
be reduced to whether chocolate broke the ecclesiastic fast
or not. The Jesuits, devotees and traders in chocolate, insist -
ed that it did not break the fast; the Dominicans, always
more abstemious, argued that it did. A story from the Flo r -
entine Giovanni Batista Gudenfredi offers an ingenious
truce for the debate in 1680: during her arduous penitence,
when she was at the point of physical collapse, Saint Rosa
of Lima (the first saint of the Americas and a Dominican!)
was visited by a benevolent angel who invited her to a frothy
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ty to each anecdote and episode, thereby creating a frag-
mented whole that reminds the reader of the hair-thin bor-
derline between storytelling and experience, fact and fic-
tion, between who observes and who is observed.

The narrating voice shifts its narrative focus continually,
emulating the movement of the taxis weaving routes through
the town, moving from one taxi-driver’s perspective to anoth-
er, from them to other taxi riders and to the  central charac-
ter, the señora güera (none other than the ethnographer-
writer’s alter-ego). Narrated dialogues be tween a taxi-driver
and a taxi-rider mirror both taxi occupants as they observe
each other: “He sees her watching him again as they talk.
Surely she sees him seeing her too. Neither says anything.”
(p. 22) The crisscrossing  paths bring several separate des-
tinies together so that part of a larger warp is made visible.
The surprise ending becomes merely one more of destiny’s
unforeseen paths, where otherness becomes itself and other
simultaneously and cruises the city’s streets in a never-end-
ing story/journey.

The taxi drivers portrayed in this book are itinerant
ethnographers, perhaps even underemployed and underrat-
ed cultural analysts, observers of current political and social
realities in Mexico, of varying visions of Mexico and of the
U.S. They are protagonists in daily realities of poverty, ill-
ness, asaltos or hold-ups, death; into the habit of undaunted
optimism and unswerving faith in the presence of Zapata as
both myth and reality. Above all, they are storytelling agents
that bring collectivity and orality to a fictional framework.

Kathy Taylor’s book not only highlights their unique
social role but also translates them into a very different kind
of informant by enabling their storytelling gifts to become
more than mere ethnographic anecdotes, to be come intrin-
sic parts of a creative whole, inserting them as allies in the
process of creating narrative fiction and in problematizing
the complex politics of otherness. 

What is perhaps most outstanding about Through the
Rear view Mirror/Por el espejo retrovisor is its linguistic and cul-
tural interplay. Kathy Taylor’s initial notes in Spanish for the
ethnographic project grew into a novel written entirely in
Spanish, in which she is completely fluent even though it is
not her native tongue. She then translated it into English to
share it with fellow English-language speakers. Yet, due
to the fiction-ethnography interplay, the process became
even more fascinating when, during the revision of the text
in English, the author-turned-translator began to re-write it,
altering the original Spanish version accordingly, in a mir-

roring effect that encouraged further fictional creativity,
within a rare linguistic and cultural dialogue, after which the
final version in Spanish was revised by her (with the coop-
eration of Irlanda Villegas from the UNAM). Thus, two versions
of the novel were created, each contemplating the ideal read-
er of each culture and language. In this sense the mirror of
the title Through the Rearview Mirror/Por el espejo retrovisor
became more than a metaphor. It was a creative impetus
since, as Kathy Taylor has said, each text “revealed new things
about both cultures as I tried to think about the different per -
s pectives that each language would offer to each audience.”

In this mirroring dialogue, writer, ethnographer and trans -
 lator were one and the same, yet they had a different say
in the novel. In this sense, these three carried on a dialogue
not only amongst themselves but with the real-life infor-
mants, the taxi-driver characters and the fictional protago-
nist, la señora güera, in an interesting and unique inter play
of  the politics of presences. As if each obtained the right to
a role within a democratic game facilitated by fiction. 

One of the immediate challenges of a bilingual venture
such as this would be the translational task of remaining
faithful to the cultural as well as the linguistic tone of the
original Spanish text in the English version. Kathy Taylor
does this by inserting certain “clue” words in Spanish that
create a specific illusion reminding the reader that the con -
versation, for instance, is actually taking place in Spanish.
This apparently simple device is of vital importance to the
effect of the narrative as a whole and is achieved only though
acute observation of linguistic and cultural profiles.

The fact that both Spanish and English versions of this
novel share the exact bilingual cover —underscoring dual-
ity/unity by having a dark-skinned Zapata (on the left) and
the señora güera (on the right) merge into a single head-
portrait— although each version is printed separately indi-
cates the need to target different readerships and cultures
by means of a “bridge-cover”. This also reminds the read-
er that mediatiation between cultures/languages is best
map ped where several kinds of borders cross, in spaces
created as uni que interstices for the creation of new ex -
changes and new meanings.

(Versions of this book in English and in Spanish are available

from graphictype@alfa-mex.com or kathyt@earlham.edu)

Claire Joysmith
Researcher at CISAN



Olga Costa
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