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The surprising, contradictory events of the U.S. elections are a lesson for all the world’s
champions and architects of democracy: no matter how solid a democracy seems to be,

it is never exempt from threats and risks. Democracy and its institutions are not indestruc-
tible. Even if people think a single vote does not seem to have a real impact on an election,
the U.S. experience of last November 7 teaches us that every vote counts, and it is responsi-
ble citizens who, individually, define the course of democratic government. November 7 also
showed that confidence in the electoral process is essential in building a democracy.
The electoral machinery cannot be allowed to rust. Although infrastructure for organizing

elections is expensive, efficient mechanisms and clear rules for voting without confusion are
indispensable, as are the scrupulous organization of elections and their ample monitoring,
just as occurred in Mexico’s elections of last July 2.
Every actor in the electoral process must comply with his/her responsibilities seriously

and professionally. Having rights also means meeting obligations. While it is true that the
ballots caused confusion in Florida, it is also true that they were approved by representa-
tives of all the parties. In this case, confidence was undercut because of electoral officials’
ineffectiveness.
The deeper meaning of the lesson that we have all learned is that we must be increas-

ingly alert to holes in the democratic process. In the case of the United States, the nega-
tive effects of this much-talked-about election will probably be felt even after the January
20 inauguration and, of course, will also have an impact on other democracies in the rest
of the world.
The right to information guaranteed by U.S. law will surely prompt different civic and

interest groups to organize a continued recount of the votes, even though this will not have
any legal ramifications. The obvious question is, then, what would happen if in six months,
with President Bush in office, information comes out showing that Albert Gore won Florida
and, therefore, both the Electoral College and the popular vote?
Our “United States Affairs” section deals with this polemical election in two articles.

Gabriel Guerra Castellanos’ article ponders not only the post-electoral uncertainty, but also
takes a look at the apparently “normal” aspects of the process, like the indirect election of the
president and the influence of big capital and special interests in deciding candidacies, an
influence heartily rejected by the public.
In the other article, I venture my thoughts on the problems and conflicts that arose out of

the elections, as well as the unprecedented action of the Supreme Court which finally made
the definitive decision.
On the complex bilateral relations between Mexico and the United States, international-

ist Alejandro Becerra has contributed an article for the “Mexico-U.S. Relations” section. In it,
he seeks an explanation of the frequent controversies and conflicts between our two coun-
tries, finding it in our different religions, political ideas and cultural traditions, which influ-
ence the perception that each people has of the other. It is precisely these different histories
and feelings that delineate the problems.

OUR VOICE
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In this issue, our “Politics” section is dedicated to two fundamental topics in our foreign pol-
icy. On the one hand, Roberta Lajous, Director of the Foreign Relations Ministry’s Matías
Romero Institute of Consular and Diplomatic Studies, delves into Mexico’s diplomatic asylum
policy. Traditionally, ours has been one of the nations which has most often opened its doors
for those persecuted for their ideas and political activities, a humanitarian practice and politi-
cal principle that must be maintained. Lajous exemplifies this policy with the cases of the
Spaniards and Latin Americans who have found in Mexico a refuge that has allowed them to
continue to develop. Analyst Bibiana Gómez Muñoz’ article deals with the diversification of our
foreign policy. While pointing out that the Mexican government has always been interested in
diversification, she also concludes that the different attempts to achieve it have not been very
effective. The proof is the enormous weight that bilateral relations with the United States
retain in every area: the economy, politics, society and culture. The author predicts that Vicente
Fox’s new administration will try to turn to Latin America more than to Europe –as did Zedillo
before him– and alerts us to the need for closer ties with Canada. It remains to be seen
whether this new attempt will be successful.
With the victory of Vicente Fox and the coalition formed by the National Action Party (PAN)

and the Green Ecologist Party of Mexico, some analysts and political players have begun to
voice concern about a possible political resurgence of the Catholic Church, particularly
because of its historical and ideological proximity to the PAN. It is still too early to predict the
outcome, but we do think it is important to begin the discussion on the issue.
In our “Society” section, specialist Oscar Aguilar contributes an article about the new power

of the church, saying that the fears of a political resurgence of the church hierarchy with Fox
taking office are exaggerated. In his opinion, the existence of a plural society, a divided gov-
ernment and three large political forces strongly rooted in the population would make it very
difficult to implement a conservative Catholic agenda. He also thinks that this same pluralism
will of necessity give the church a stronger voice, requiring both religious fundamentalists and
Jacobin anti-clericalists to moderate their positions and learn to establish a dialogue in the new
democratic context.
In our “History” section we present our readers an article by Texas scholar Christopher

Ohan about the role of the Catholic Church in the Mexican Revolution and the Cristero War
that followed it. Contrary to the vast majority of interpretations of the revolution, Ohan pre-
sents us with an audacious hypothesis about the “revolutionary” role of the church, which
mobilized masses against the state in an eminently subversive movement.
Job opportunity gender inequality in Mexico motivated four well known Mexican econo-

mists to propose a full employment program for women. Alejandra Arroyo, Eugenia Correa,
Alicia Girón and Patricia Pérez Licona conceived of their program as a strategy to fight inequal-
ity and substantially improve Mexican women’s condition at the same time that it would pro-
mote a reactivation of the economy as a whole. The program would be implemented gradual-
ly and would include fiscal measures to make it viable. But above all it requires a radical change
in the way public policy about women is made. We printed it in this issue because we consid-
er it an original proposal and a possible way out of this age-old problem of Mexican society.
Watercolor painting, despite its beauty, has been largely forgotten in favor of other genres.

In Mexico, work by people like Alfred Guati Rojo has contributed to its being disseminated in
all its richness and splendor. Our “Science, Art and Culture” section includes an article by
Guati Rojo about the Watercolor Museum and the most recent biennial celebrated there. We
continue with an unorthodox article about an unorthodox Mexican artist: Angélica Abelleyra
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writes about Gabriel Orozco’s very personal aesthetic proposal.The section concludes with an
article on a topic that has inspired a certain amount of polemics and caused concern in some
sectors of society: genetically modified plants and crops. In her article, Yolanda Massieu Trigo
considers that they should be scrupulously regulated because they can generate negative as well
as positive effects in agriculture and the food supply, and since little is known about their long-
term effects, more should be invested in researching them.
In “Canadian Issues,” Athanasios Hristoulas presents his conclusions about changes in

Canadian foreign policy in recent years. Hristoulas considers that Canada’s move toward cen-
tering its international policy on human security is motivated by post-nationalist aims that both
emphasize the ethics of political action and at the same time serve Canada’s practical interests.
He explains how, despite Canada’s original aim of maintaining ties with Europe, it has been
forced to open up to exchanges and deeper relations with the countries of its own hemisphere,
turning inevitably into a “country of the Americas.”
Our “The Splendor of Mexico” section in this issue centers on articles about the history and

natural resources of the state of Morelos in central Mexico. The center of the sugar industry
during the colonial period and the first century of independence, many sugar haciendas were
built in this state, magnificent examples of the architecture of their time. Architect and restor-
er Alfonso Toussaint has contributed an article on this topic. Morelos, just south of Mexico
City, was where one of the most genuine, radical social movements of the Mexican Revolution
originated: the Zapatista movement. Cinematographer and documentary-film maker
Francesco Taboada offers our readers a revealing glimpse at last surviving Zapatistas, all cen-
tenarians, whom he interviewed about their struggle, their frustrations and their views on the
Zapatista movement almost 100 years later. Las Estacas is a natural paradise in the state of
Morelos, renowned for its beauty, splendid climate, thermal waters and flora and fauna.
Topiltzin Contreras and Fernando Urbina write about this center for eco-tourism and its own-
ers’ ability to reconcile a business proposition with the creation of a culture of respect and care
for the environment.
The Brady Museum of Cuernavaca is the legacy of artist-collector Robert Brady, who chose

Cuernavaca to live the last years of his life amidst his collection of objects and works of art from
all over the world. Sarah Sloan, the current director, has contributed an article about the muse-
um to this issue.
Our “Ecology” section includes an article by Gerardo Ceballos and Jesús Pacheco about the

Chihuahua habitat of the prairie dog and the efforts that have been made to protect this native
of Northern Mexico from extinction. 
Once again we dedicate this issue’s “Literature” section to promoting the work of young

Mexican writers. Playwright and stage director Carmina Narro exhibits her ability to write a tight
plot that goes to the very heart of the most contradictory human feelings. We present our read-
ers with her Shadow Boxing, accompanied by an article by critic Rodrigo Johnson about the new
directions young Mexican playwrights are taking.

Voices of Mexico pays homage in this issue to Amalia Hernández, probably the best known
and most successful exponent of Mexican dance in the last century. Dance critic and historian
Alberto Dallal writes about her career and its significance for Mexico’s culture.

Paz Consuelo Márquez Padilla

Director of CISAN
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INTRODUCTION

Mexico was already a stronghold of diplo -
matic and territorial asylum in the nine -
teenth century, but even more clearly
throughout the twentieth century. Mex -
ican diplomats take enormous pride in
the great names associated with our

country’s practice of diplomatic asylum:
Gilberto Bosques, Luis I. Rodríguez, Vi -
cente Muñiz Arroyo and Gonzalo Mar -
tínez Corbalá. The list of individuals
and national groups who have benefit-
ed from generous protection in Mex -
ican diplomatic missions abroad is very
long. It includes Spanish Republicans,
Austrian and German anti-fascists, Rus -
sian revolutionary ideologues, Guate ma -
lan nationalists, anti-Duva lierist Haitians,

Chilean and Uru guayan socialists, Pe -
ronists and anti-Somozan and Salva -
doran Fara bundo Martí activists. The
long list of names includes José Martí,
Rómulo Gallegos, César Augusto San -
dino, Víctor Raúl Haya de la Torre,
Fidel Castro, Alaíde Foppa, Hortensia
Bussi de Allende, Leon Trotsky, Luis
Cardoza y Aragón, José Gaos, Pablo Ne -
ruda, Nicolás Guillén, Luis Buñuel, Ofe -
lia Guilmain and Rigoberta Menchú.

Mexico’s Diplomatic Asylum Policy
Roberta Lajous*

* Director of the Foreign Relations Minis -
try’s Matías Romero Institute of Consular
and Diplomatic Studies.

Politics

Mexico’s Foreign Relations Ministry.
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MEXICO AND DIPLOMATIC ASYLUM

By asylum, we understand “the protec-
tion that a state accords an individual
who seeks refuge in its territory or in a
place outside that territory.”1 In contrast
to territorial asylum, which is granted
by a state within its own territory as its
sovereign right, diplomatic asylum is
that granted in a state’s diplomatic mis -
sion to which an individual comes re -
questing protection. People who fear
for their lives for political or ideological
reasons go to a diplomatic legation seek-
ing protection when they find them-
selves amidst political instability or vio -
lence, as happens during coups d’etat,
insurrections, serious disruptions and
revolts. According to experts in inter-
national law, “the inviolability of the
mission’s residence is the basis for the
doctrine of diplomatic asylum.”2 The
Conventions of Havana (1928), Mon te -
video (1933) and Caracas (1954) estab -
lish the inter-American framework for
both diplomatic and territorial asylum.
Mexico was the first country to ratify

the First Convention on Asylum, signed

in Havana at the Sixth Inter-Amer ican
Conference, which established that the
right to asylum of so-called “political de -
linquents” would be respected as long as
the laws, conventions or common usages
of the country of refuge permitted it as
a right or for humanitarian reasons. This
instrument, while novel, had certain de -
ficiencies since, as jurist César Sepúl -
veda said, “in addition to being very
brief, it was also very obscure.”3 Later,
in 1933, Mexico actively promoted the
Conven tion on Political Asylum at the
Seventh Inter-American Conference in
Mon tevideo. This convention introduced
a new element that would be a signifi-
cant legal step forward: the state which
granted asylum would decide what
“political delinquency” was. According
to Sepúlveda, this convention sought
“to discipline the practice of diplomatic
asylum, not create a body of law for in -
dividuals.”4At the Tenth Inter-Amer ican
Conference in 1954 in Caracas, Mex -
ico made important contributions to
the Convention on Diplomatic Asylum.
In fact, Mexico’s contributions were the
basis for the negotiation of that instru-

ment.5According to Sepúlveda, the Ca -
racas Convention “has the advantage
over its predecessors in the sense of not
making asylum depend on customs or
local laws, but legal, contractual con-
siderations. The state that ratifies it has
the duty to admit the practice of diplo-
matic asylum.”6

In promoting the right to asylum,
Mexico has had no object other than to
protect the life and liberty of all indi-
viduals. Its practice has benefited per-
sons persecuted for their ideas or for
committing actions which, although
they may qualify as political crimes, do
not contradict the ethics shared by the
world’s nations.
The Foreign Relations Ministry is

not only the institution directly respon-
sible for granting diplomatic asylum re -
quested of the Mexican government,
but also the first to be interested in dis-
seminating the principles and legal rea-
sons that have led Mexico to play a
vitally important role in the protection
of a considerable number of people per -
secuted for political reasons. (And I use
the word “vitally” in the sense of its Latin

8

Nobel Prize winner Rigoberta Menchú was exiled in Mexico.

O
ct
av
io
 N

av
a/

AV
E

In promoting 
the right to asylum, 

Mexico has had no object
other than to protect the life
and liberty of all individuals.
Its practice has benefited

persons persecuted 
for their ideas.



Politics

root, vitalis, meaning “of life.”) For Mex -
ico, “the criteria for granting asylum
have been based on international human
rights, on common law in the Americas
and on our solid political institutions,
which have won for our country inter-
nationally recognized prestige in this
area.”7

DIPLOMATIC ASYLUM
AND THE SPANISH CIVIL WAR

The practice of granting asylum is an
outstanding characteristic of our for-
eign policy. Mexico’s support for the
Spanish Republic during the Civil War
is a memorable episode in the history of
our foreign policy.
The defense of the Republic by Nar -

ciso Bassols and Isidro Fabela before
the League of Nations and our material
aid to the Repu blican struggle were only
the beginning of the support, which
culminated with the arrival of more than
40,000 Spanish refugees to Mexico.
Between 1936 and 1942, Mexico

opened the doors of its embassy in Spain

and its missions in France to grant asy-
lum to every Spanish Republican who
requested it.
When Germany attacked France,

Pre sident Lázaro Cárdenas gave in -
s tructions to his representative, Luis I.
Rodrí guez, who headed up the Mex ican
legation there, to inform the French
government that Mexico was willing to
accept all refugees residing in France. 
On August 22, 1940, the Franco-

Mex  ican agreement on Spanish re fu -
gees was formalized between Mexico
and the Vichy government under Mar -
shall Pétain. This agreement benefited
not only the Spanish Republicans, but
members of the International Brigades
and anti-fascist and anti-Nazi fighters.
Mexico’s consulate in Vichy also gave
protection and asylum to dozens of Ita l -
ians, Austrians, Poles and Jews to whom
it gave documents so they could leave
France.
This support ended on November

14, 1942, when the Mexican legation
was attacked by Nazi troops and the
Mexican diplomats taken prisoner and
sent to Bad Godesber.

DIPLOMATIC ASYLUM
FOR GUATEMALANS

A little known part of our history is the
asylum Mexico gave to hundreds of
Guatemalans fleeing from the political
upheaval that plagued their country be -
tween 1944 and 1954.
In 1944, the popular revolts that

overthrew the dictator Jorge Ubico, in
power since 1931, and the government
take-over by his former ally Federico
Ponce increased the number of people
seeking asylum. This happened again
when Ponce’s government fell and was
re placed by Juan José Arévalo: both
leaders were later granted asylum in
Mexico.
The Mexican government, true to

its tradition, gave asylum to the mem-
bers of opposing factions, regardless
of ideology or political tendency. As
Foreign Minister Ezequiel Padilla said
about the Guatemalan situation:

Our government’s policy on this matter

[asylum] is inspired exclusively in broad

humanitarian considerations....The idea

9
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is to make certain that men who have

not really committed a crime and whose

lives may be of use to their homelands

do not fall victim to the passions and cir-

cumstances of the moment.8

In 1951, Colonel Jacobo Arbenz’s
victory at the polls made things worse
instead of better. A large sector of
Guatemalan society became radical-
ized and took a strong anti-communist
position, which made for new instances
of re pression, deportations and requests
for asylum.
In 1954, a military coup put an end to

Arbenz’s reform government and pro mpt -
ed another wave of exiles, among them
the deposed president himself. About
this question, the Mex ican Foreign Mi n -
istry’s report for 1954 states:

From September 3 on, a total of 318

persons who had sought asylum in Mex -

ico’s embassy in Guatemala began arriv-

ing in Mexico....On Septem ber 9, Co l -

onel Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán, former

president of Guatemala, arrived after

taking refuge in our embassy. He was

accompanied by family members and

high government officials.9

In the years after Arbenz’s over-
throw and until the end of 1996 when
peace was signed between the Guate -
malan government and guerrilla move-
ment, Mexico was the most important
destination for thousands of Guate ma -
lan refugees and exiles who made our
country their home.

THE DIPLOMATIC EXILES
FROM THE SOUTHERN CONE

In the 1960s and 1970s, different po li -
tical events caused the collapse of insti -

tutional life in the Southern Cone of the
Americas. Once again, Mexico imple -
mented its policy of asylum and be came
a refuge, the land of temporary or defin -
itive exile for thousands. In this period
also, our embassies played an outstand -
ing role in protecting those who placed
their trust in Mexico.
There were coups d’etat, military re -

pression and social polarization in Chile
and Uruguay in 1973 and in Argentina
in 1976. As a result, many leaders and
activists of left social and political orga -
nizations, journalists and public officials
were forced into clandestinity or to leave
their countries to save their lives. One
of the ways of trying to leave their
countries was to request asylum in the
Mexican legations in Santiago, Mon te -
video and Buenos Aires.10

While scholars agree that there were
particularities for each nation, “Mex ico’s
policy on asylum in the three nations
was very similar: absolute respect for
constitutional mandates, for foreign po -
licy guidelines and for inter-American
norms on asylum.”11

In the case of Argentina, the num-
ber of exiles was relatively low (about
65), with long stays in the legation in
some cases, such as former president
Héctor Cámpora, Héctor Pe dro Cám -
pora and Juan Manuel Abal Medina. A
sign of the political instability prior
to the coup d’etat, some of the exiles
arrived at the legation long before the
actual military take-over on March 24,
1976.12 The two countries maintained
diplomatic relations despi te the tensions
generated by the slowness in the issue
of safe-conduct passes for the Cám -
poras and Abal Medina.
In the Chilean case, more than 800

exiles sought sanctuary in Mexico’s
em bassy, most of whom were admitted
in the days immediately after the Sep -

tember 11, 1973 coup. The presence
of such a large number of people and
the long, drawn-out process of getting
safe-conduct passes for them created
enormous pressures in terms of daily
living.13 This experience has been elo-
quently narrated in detail in the mem-
oirs written by our ambassador in Chi -
le, Gonzalo Martínez Corbalá.14

Martínez Corbalá himself says, “The
decision of the Mexican embassy to
grant asylum to any Chileans and Latin
Americans who came to its doors was
based on the precepts contained in the
Convention [of Caracas of 1954].”15

He would later add that Mexican diplo-
mats’ actions were also based on the
fact that “we could not ignore the main
value that must rule the relations among
individuals, which is the preservation of
the lives of one’s fellows. Nei ther could
we put to one side Mexico’s historic tra-
dition of making our territory the sanc-
tuary for all those seeking freedom and
dignity.”16

In the period after the coup, when the
situation was the most complex, Mar tí -
nez Cor balá’s opinion was that relations
should not be severed “until the enor-
mous problem of having almost 500
exiles under our protection and diplo-
matic responsibility was solved.”17 After
relations between the two countries
deteriorated and once pending problems
of asylum had been solved, the Mexican
government severed diplomatic relations
with Chile on Novem ber 26, 1974. 
Finally, in the Uruguayan case, more

than 400 people requested diplomatic
asylum at the Mexican legation over a
period of several years, with the num-
bers increasing as military repression
rose after the June 27, 1973 coup. In
many cases, the Uruguayan government
facilitated their departure without rec-
ognizing their status as exiles, giving them

10
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special documents in lieu of safe-con-
duct passes.18 In this case, diplomatic
relations between the two countries
remained discreet.

CONCLUSIONS

The occasions on which the Mexican
government has protected those perse-
cuted for political reasons by giving them
diplomatic asylum undoubtedly consti-
tute some of the most brilliant chapters
in the history of Mexico’s diplomacy and
foreign policy. Taken as a whole, the
expe riences of the Spaniards, the Guate   -
malans, the Chileans, Uru gua yans and
Argen tineans, as well as different indi-
viduals, show the continuity in the prac-
tice of diplomatic asylum throughout
the history of Mexican diplomacy. This
has both saved the lives of people perse-

cuted for their political beliefs and vali-
dated a practice closely associated with
Mexico’s foreign policy.
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V
icente Fox’s victory in Mex ico’s
recent presidential elections
has undoubtedly generated both

expectations and conjectures about the
new administration’s profile. Of unde ni -
able importance for contemporary Mex   -
ico, alternating in office has brought
with it a myriad of questions about the
policies the former opposition will now
implement both domestically and abroad.

Several concerns come to the fore
about the future of Mexican foreign

policy. For example, how will it change
given the ascent of a new political-busi -
ness elite? Will there be a break with
regard to the last two administrations?
And, what will the Fox administration’s
priority or priorities be in today’s inter-
national context?

These questions are obligatory given
the horizons of the debate and the
thinking about Mexican foreign policy,
that is, the choice be tween integrating
our economy with the United States or
diversifying relations with other mem-
bers of the international community.

In this sense, Vicente Fox’s first trip
abroad after winning the election cre-

ated great expectations. His tour through
Chile and to three countries of the Mer -
cosur (Argentina, Brazil and Uru guay)
occasioned a series of conjectures about
a possible change in international pri-
orities through the reactivation of the
diversification in Mexico’s trade and polit -
ical contacts, as well as the old yearning
to concretize Bolívar’s ideal of Latin
American integration.

From that point of view, it is worth-
while mentioning a few considerations
not only about that possible diversifi-
cation, but also about that strategy’s
chances in terms of the country’s re cent
history. The diversification of interna-

Integration or Diversification 
Mexican Foreign Policy Options

Bibiana Gómez Muñoz*

* Master’s candidate in international re -
lations at the UNAM Political Science De -
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tional relations has been a traditional
Mexican foreign policy objective, par-
ticularly given our marked historical
dependence on the United States. The
first attempt at diversification took
place at the end of the nineteenth
century under the Porfirio Díaz re gime,
as it attempted to create a coun ter -
weight to the growing influence of
our neighbor to the north through
deepening ties with other powers or
empires outside the Western Hemis -
p here, like Ja pan and certain Euro pean
countries.

More than a century later, diversi-
fication seems to continue to be a Mex   -
ican foreign policy priority, still with
the aim of creating a counterweight
to the excessive economic de pen den ce
on the United States. Des pite this
con stant, however, diversi fication
today is set in a very different nation-
al and in ternational context than 100
years ago.

In fact, more than a decade ago our
foreign policy began to go through sig -
 nificant changes given, on the one
hand, the structural changes in the
Mexican economy in the early 1980s,
and, on the other, the transformations
in the world situation after the bi-
polar Cold War world order ground to
a halt. Thus, the new logic of Mex -
ico’s foreign policy was based primar-
ily on the predominance of economic
questions and Mexico’s insertion into
the globalized economy.

In this context, the Mexican state
substantially modified its relations
abroad. The change with the greatest
impact both domestically and interna-
tionally has been the integration with
the United States and Canada in the
framework of the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA). However,
as an alternative to this integrationist

process, diversification was set up as a
priority in Mexican foreign policy,
although no attempt has been made to
substitute it for the privileged relation-
ship with the United States.

The diversification implemented in
recent years, then, seeks to establish
greater equilibrium in Mexico’s foreign
relations. As conceived of in the Na tio n -

al Development Plan for 1995-2000,
diversification is a necessary strategy
given the intensity of Mexico’s rela-
tions with its main trade partners, and
aims to broaden out the country’s room
for manoeuvering and consolidating its
international negotiating ability.1

With this goal in mind, Mexico has
signed several trade agreements since
1994 in addition to NAFTA: with Bolivia,
Costa Rica, Venezuela and Colombia in
1995; with Nicaragua in 1998; with
Chile in 1999; and with the European
Union, Israel, Honduras, El Salvador,
Guate mala, the European Free Trade
Asso ciation and Singapore in 2000.

The paradoxical thing about this
policy is that until now, the concretiza-
tion of these treaties has not effective-
ly diversified trade. The following fig-

ures are illustrative: of Mexico’s entire
foreign trade for January to August 2000,
83.8 percent was with the United States
and Canada (97.4 percent of that was
with the United States); while with
our second trade partner, the Euro pean
Union, it was only 5.9 percent.2

This disproportionate concentra-
tion of trade has several explanations.
The first —as has already been men-
tioned— is undoubtedly the Mexican
economy’s historical structural depen-
dence vis-à-vis the United States. The
second is that diversification has not
been planned as a state policy shared
by several administrations. The third
reason is linked to the different weight
that Mexican foreign policy has given
to the integration of North America in
the last 10 years. The fourth reason,
derived from the third, follows from the
fact that in a process of economic inte-
gration, intra-regional trade increases
considerably, as can be seen in both
the European Union and NAFTA. In the
latter case, Mexico’s foreign trade with
the United States and Canada has in -
creased 150 percent and 131 percent,
respectively, since 1993, the year be -
fore NAFTA went into effect.

In this sense, we should remember
what Peter H. Smith says about the va -
riables that influenced events in Latin
America after the end of the Cold War.
Smith says that the international options
of the region’s countries —including
Mexico, of course— were aimed at
finding “a viable position in the newly
emerging global economy, a niche that
could provide a foundation for long-
term development and growth [and at
forging] a response to changing pat -
terns in the distribution of internatio -
nal power... in particular, the intensifi-
cation of U.S. hegemony within the
Western Hemis phere.” 3
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In their attempt to concretize these
options, Smith says that Latin Amer -
ican countries have alternated among
the following strategies: a) unilateral-
ly undertaking programs of economic
liberalization and strengthening com-
mercial and financial ties with major
power centers [such as in the Chilean
case]; b) finding new ways to join with
the North, more specifically with the
United States, as Mexico has done; c)
achieving regional (or subregional) eco -
nomic integration mechanisms, such
as in the Bra zilian case and Merco -
sur; and d) seeking extrahemispheric
partnerships, Brazil’s priority, and Mex -
ico’s option through its diversification
strategy.4

Mexico opted mainly for the first
and second alternatives. The Mexican
government made a priority of integra-
tion with the United States and Ca na -
da, although it also chose to attempt to
create a counterweight by instituting
closer ties to countries or regions that
represented power similar to that of the
United States, such as the European
Union. It was no coincidence that the
Zedillo administration’s diversification
strategy priority leaned toward signing
a commercial treaty with the European
Union in the framework of the Agree -
ment of Economic Association, Poli   -
ti cal Negotiation and Cooperation in
March 2000.

This is the scenario in which Vi -
cente Fox’s tour of South America and
his subsequent tours of the United
States, Canada and some of the Euro -
pean Union countries in August and
September should be situated. As a
whole, they provided a glimpse of some
of the roads that his administration will
follow in foreign policy.

We can foresee continued experi-
mentation with this parallel process of

integration and diversification, since,
seemingly, one of the Fox administra-
tion’s objectives will be to establish ne -
gotiations for the long-term creation of
a North American Common Market
similar to Europe’s through the deep-
ening of relations with the United States
and Canada.

On the other hand, the European
Union and Latin America will be two

poles which can be used as counter-
weights to lessen Mexico’s dependence
on the United States and at the same
time increase the chances for develop-
ing certain sectors of the national eco -
nomy. This is the reason that the deep-
ening of ties with both regions —through
the consolidation of the trade agree-
ment with Europe and a future negoti-
ation with the countries of Mer co sur—
will be the priority in the diversifica-
tion strategy.

It should be pointed out that Mex -
ico’s intentions to diversify will certain-
ly meet with a very positive response
since they are backed up by a process
of alternating in office and democrati-
zation, both cherished European prin-
ciples and requirements.

In this context, it may well be plau -
sible to suggest the hypothesis that
the last 12 years’ changes in Mexican
foreign policy have begun to ease the
tension between diversification and in -
tegration that for so long characterized
a both active and defensive foreign
policy.

Whether that hypothesis is con-
firmed or not, special attention must
be paid to the fact that —as I already
mentioned— the attempts to diversify
the country’s relations have not yet re -
duced our excessive economic depen -
dence on the United States. Also, we
cannot disregard the fact that closer
ties to our northern neighbor have not
served to settle conflicts on bilateral
issues such as trade, drug trafficking
and migration. In any case, we must
forge closer political, cultural, econo -
mic and financial ties with Canada in
the framework of NAFTA, which might
well even favor a relative diversifica-
tion within the framework of regional
integration itself.

NOTES

1 Plan Nacional de Desarrollo 1995-2000. The
National Development Plan is the Mexican
government’s plan of action that sets forth the
main thrust of its policies.

2 For the same period, Mexico’s foreign trade
came to U.S.$219.77 billion, of which
U.S.$182.11 billion and U.S.$4.66 billion was
with the United States and Canada, respec-
tively. Trade with the European Union
totalled U.S.$12.99 billion. (http://www.sec-
ofi-snci. gob. mx)

3 Peter H. Smith, Talons of the Eagle. Dynamics
of U.S.-Latin American Relations (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 319.

4 Ibid., pp. 325-346.
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V
icente Fox himself may not have
imagined the political impact
two photographs taken during

his campaign and published on the
front page of the influential daily Re -
forma would have. In one, shot a few
days before formally beginning the cam -
paign, he is waving the standard of Our
Lady of Guadalupe in a gesture remi-
niscent of Father Miguel Hidalgo, who

launched the struggle for Mexico’s in -
dependence. Fox was the first presiden-
tial candidate to openly use the country’s
best known religious symbol to publicly
reaffirm his faith. And, even though
the electoral authorities fined him for
breaking the law, Fox made it very
clear that he would not be intimidated
by political reaction to this kind of rash
move.
In the other photograph, taken after

his election, Fox is receiving commu-

nion at Sunday mass at his ranch in
Guanajuato. Previously, no political fi g -
ure of the party in power, the Insti tu -
tional Revolutionary Party (PRI), had
been photographed at any religious ser -
vice or activity. Without uttering a word,
Fox broke that seven-decade-long anti-
clerical tradition as eloquently as he pos -
sibly could.
Liberal fears among academics,

intellectuals and Jacobins are rising.
Does Fox’s victory mean the Catholic

The Place of the Church 
In Mexico’s New Democracy

Oscar Aguilar Ascencio*

* Political consultant. 
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Church will have the political opportu-
nity to recover its privileges and have
an ally in government so it can impose
its moral agenda? After all, the presi-
dent is a fervent Catholic and his party,
the National Action Party, is known for
its strict social conservatism.
Concern on the part of liberal and

anticlerical groups makes perfect sense
in the light of the tumultuous history
of relations between church and state
in Mexico. In contrast to the United

States, where the separation of the two
was a constituent part of the new
nation’s founding, in Mexico, that sep-
aration came out of a nineteenth-cen-
tury civil war, the War of the Reform,
in which the victorious liberals strip ped
the church of its privileges and eco-
nomic and political power. Before that,
the church controlled education, hos-
pitals, cemeteries and the registration
of births through baptismal documents
(which to this day still serve as proof of
birth date for Mexican migrants in the
United States) and possessed large
expanses of land that turned it into the
government’s main creditor. In fact, the
church was a state within the state.

For the liberal elite, it was clear that
any attempt to build a modern state
would have to contend with the oppo-
sition of the clergy, which also exer-
cised absolute control over a populace
that was in its majority, rural, illiterate
and Catholic.
The liberal victory and the resultant

separation of church and state did not
eliminate the power or the influence
that the church had in politics. Porfirio
Díaz, a liberal but pragmatic general

who governed from 1864 to 1910 (with
a brief, four-year break) understood
that perfectly well. He had to seek the
support of the church to pacify a nation
that found in a dictatorship the means
to achieve the political stability that
would make Mexico’s first wave of
industrialization possible.
The Catholic Church’s marriage to

Díaz led it to make political errors that
would take decades to overcome. It
underestimated the strength of the po -
litical elite who made the Mexican
Revolution and finally toppled Díaz
from power. Through the National
Catholic Party, it harshly questioned
Francisco I. Madero, Mexico’s first demo -

cratically elected president in the twen-
tieth century. Worse still, it supported
the coup d’etat against Madero in 1913,
a coup which would give rise to a truly
bloody phase of the revolution in which
1.5 million Mex icans would die, 10 per-
cent of the total population. 
It is not surprising that, once in power,

the revolutionaries saw the Catholic
Church as their worst enemy and that
when writing the new Cons titution in
1917, they decided to go further than
the liberals of 1857: they eliminated the
church’s legal standing, prohibited
the clergy from criticizing the laws and
from wearing clerical garb in the street
or saying mass outside the churches.
From 1926 to 1929, Mexico experi-
enced an insurrection against Pre sident
Plu tarco Elías Calles’ religious policy,
which, among other things, compelled
all priests in the country to register with
the state, designated a specific num-
ber of priests per number of inhabi-
tants and forced bishops and priests to
close many churches. A civil war, known
as the Cristero War, originated in Western
Mexico. Many historians estimate that
the death toll was 200,000, four times
more than the number of U.S. soldiers
killed in Viet nam. Finally, the need to
stabilize the country forced the revolu-
tionary generals to strike a political pact
with the church. They arrived at a modus
vi vendi in which the state would not
apply the anticlerical constitutional ar -
ticles and laws, while the church would
not question the new regime that had
emanated from the revolution, nor would
it involve itself in political activities.
This arrangement, forged in 1929,
would last more than five de cades until
then-President Carlos Sali nas pushed
through constitutional amendments to
reestablish the church’s legal standing,
although he maintained important lim-
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itations, such as not allowing it to own
any mass media or take a public posi-
tion against existing legislation.
This quick overview of the past is

repeated daily in the debate about
church-state relations and when liber-
als and anticlerics express their fears
about Fox’s affinity with the Catholic
Church. The fears are well founded,
but perhaps exaggerated. Mexico is no
longer the rural country it was in the
1920s, nor are illiteracy levels what
they were in the past. The advance of
new religious groups is a fact and in
some southern states like Chiapas and
Tabasco, the population is divided among
Catholics and a myriad of other reli-
gions. The Ministry of the Interior’s
Office of Religious Associa tions has
registered more than 5,000 religious
groups nationwide. Never theless, the
fears are grounded given Fox’s social
conservatism: he is an opponent of abor -
tion and critical of homosexuality. But
above all, they are grounded in the po li -
cies his party has enforced at a local
level: local PAN officials have caused
scandals by censoring photographic and
painting exhibits; in 1995 in Guada la -
jara, they forbid female public employ-
ees from wearing miniskirts; in Méri -
da, the city government has ban ned
films and paintings showing nudity;
in Monterrey, they prohibited table
dance; and in another city, a bust of
Benito Juárez —the main icon of Mex -
 ican liberalism, the man who decreed
the separation of church and state—
was taken out of the town’s main plaza
and replaced by a statue of the Archan -
gel Gabriel, unveiled by the state gov-
ernor, also a PAN member.
Two other episodes in which the PAN

confirmed its complicity with the Catholic
Church had an even greater impact
and received broader coverage in the

Mexican media. In the first case, state
officials in Baja California prevented a
young girl, impregnated by her rapist,
from aborting, even though she had both
the legal right and court’s authorization
to do so. In the second case, the legis-
lature of Guanajuato, Fox’s home state,
approved a law a few weeks after the
presidential election prohibiting abor-
tion across the board, including cases
of incest, rape or congenital deformation.
Reaction was so strong nationwide that

Guanajuato’s governor, also a PAN mem-
ber, had to veto the law after being
coaxed by Fox himself and members
of his team exercising damage con-
trol. The incident showed that Fox,
together with the moderate wing of
the PAN, almost un distinguishable
from the outside be  cause of the cleri-
cal veil that covers the whole party,
are aware that a modern PAN must be
tolerant and distance itself from scan-
dals rooted in matters which are not
relevant to the country’s political and
economic agenda: the fight against
poverty and inequality, the consolida-
tion of a political reform and the mod -
ernization of the economy.

What the Jacobins and the liberals
do not understand is that the country’s
political opening, reflected in greater
freedom of expression and demonstra-
tion, has also been taken advantage of
by the Catholic Church and groups
close to it like the Pro-Life organiza-
tion, nationally recognized for its fight
against abortion, to exert pressure on
the authorities. The new political situ-
ation has opened up the way for the
church to continue taking advantage

of the spotlight the media usually shines
on it to express its position or to publi-
cize its pastoral letters.
But for those who are anticlerical,

accustomed for decades to a church
silent on political matters and which
only recovered its voice little by little
as the ancien régime collapsed, the
church’s political activism is not read
as an inevitable part of the freedom that
democracy brings. A more objective
vision of the role of the Catholic Church
in the new political situation should
take into account at least three key
points: first, the power and influence
the church actually has and is perceived
to have; second, its agenda and inter-
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ests as an institution; and, finally, its
place in the new political and social
pluralism of a more modern Mexico.

JUST HOW BROAD IS
THE CHURCH’S INFLUENCE?

A paternalistic view of the population is
all-pervasive in Mexico. The reason the
1917 Constituent Assembly restricted
the Catholic Church’s political activi-
ties was its belief that the priests could
manipulate and organize the populace
against the new state born of the revo-
lution. The framers of the Constitution
thought that limiting the church but
not individuals’ exercise of religious
belief would make it possible to defend
the state from possible political attacks.
That is, from the very beginning the
political elite assumed that religious
influence over the population was equi -
valent to an ability to politically influ-
ence its behavior. Although even today
in rural areas the priest is the commu-
nity’s natural leader, and in some cases
that influence is used, in effect, to polit-
ical ends, this impression of the church’s
power to manipulate grew in recent
years after the incredible mobilizations
during the Pope’s visits to Mexico or
given the important role in the conflict
in Chiapas of the former bishop of San
Cristóbal de las Casas, Samuel Ruiz,
seen by a local and federal political elite
as the person responsible for the exis-
tence of the guerrilla movement in the
state.
Nevertheless, one thing is the excep -

tional response during the Pope’s visit,
the outpouring on city streets, the res -
ponse of a popular Catholicism or the
tradition of pilgrimages to different sanc -
 tuaries throughout the country. Some -
 thing quite different is the degree to

which the church is able to influence
politically, and observers often forget
that there is no automatic correlation
between the two. In fact, the bishops
themselves recognize the great pastoral
challenge what they call the divorce
between faith and life is, the separa-
tion between believing and behaving
according to certain values. The advance
of non-Catholic denominations in the
country, the prevalence of so-called

“anti-values” on te levision, in films and
in other media even makes one doubt
the effectiveness of the church’s 500
years of evangelizing.
On the political level, the percep-

tion of the church’s power was linked
to its ability to question the electoral
frauds of a regime that had neither cred -
ibility, nor an effective way of assuag-
ing that criticism given political par-
ties’ and nongovernmental or ganizations’
efforts to defend the vote, plus the crit -
icisms of national and foreign press.
The media played an important part
in this perception when it disseminat-
ed the criticisms of certain bishops
which the government had no way to

counter. On one occasion, after Sunday
mass outside the cathedral, a reporter
asked the former cardinal and arch-
bishop of Mexico, Ernesto Corripio,
what it felt like to have so much power.
Corripio replied, “I have no more power
than you journalists give me.” And he
was right.
The political activism of Bishop Sa -

muel Ruiz —today honorary bishop in
retirement— in Chiapas also contri -
buted to increasing the image of a
politicized church, although that does
not take into account the fact that the
country has 110 bishops in 58 diocese
and 14 archdiocese, of whom no more
than eight regularly make statements
to the national press. It also does not
take into account the fact that Mexico,
the country with the second largest
Catholic population in the world, has
fewer priests (around 12,000 for a po p -
ulation of about 75 million Catho lics),
fewer bishops and even fewer cardinals
(three) than the United States (which
has nine).
There are even some rather surre-

alistic situations that favor the politi-
cal perception of a powerful church,
ig noring its weaknesses: in the last five
years, the Mexican government has
awarded two papal nuncios (Ge ró ni mo
Prigione and Justo Mullor) the highest
decoration that can be given to a for-
eigner; PRI members and politicians in
general condemn the Catholic Church’s
“participation” in politics, but presi-
dential candidates —as well as candi-
dates for governors’ seats and other
elected posts— meet with bishops and
priests; federal officials attend sessions
of the Bishops Conference to explain
specific issues of economic po licy or
the current status of reforms on the
national agenda; in 1999 President Ze -
dillo was the guest of honor at the inau -
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guration of the cathedral in Eca tepec,
a municipality in the Mexico City me -
tropolitan area with more than a mil-
lion inhabitants, an event the likes of
which had not occurred in Mexico for
a century. In the last elections, the
left presidential candidate, Cuauhté -
moc Cárdenas, of the Party of the De m -
ocratic Rev olution (PRD) proposed broad -
ening out the clergy’s political rights,
among them the right to run for public
office; but the PRD general secretary
in Mexico City —of which Cárdenas
had been mayor— asked the Minister
of the Interior to admonish Mexico’s
cardinal archbishop for criticizing the
PRD’s support of a bill to de criminalize
abortion.
Now that Mexican democracy has

passed the test of alternating in of fice,
the church’s political strength can not
be measured against an administra-
tion with which it shares fun da mental
tenets of social conservatism. Today,
the true political strength of the Cath -
olic Church will be measured by its
ability to impose its moral agenda on
an increasingly diverse, plural society
and to successfully lobby for its insti -
tutional agenda.

THE CHURCH’S AGENDA

The road ahead looks rocky. The
church is against abortion; it supports
religious education in public schools;
it wants the right to acquire its own
media, although many bishops would
prefer that the market be closed so as
not to have to compete with other
religions better prepared to use the
media. All this would imply that it
should be come stronger vis-à-vis not
only an administration that it is ideo-
logically akin to, but also a more mod-

ern, diverse society, particularly in the
large urban areas.
Nevertheless, the Fox administration

does not have a majority in Con gress
(the PAN has 206 out of 500 deputies
and 46 out of 128 senators); 19 out of
32 states are governed by the PRI; and
society is increasingly plural and diverse,
making the imposition of a conserva-
tive agenda not at all easy or automat-
ic. Neither the PRI nor the PRD would

support an agenda that gave more free-
dom to the Catholic Church, and around
issues like abortion, things are even
more polarized. Religious education in
public schools is a very delicate question
and would have to overcome, among
other obstacles, the opposition of a more-
than-one-million-strong teachers union
with a solid anticlerical tradition. Allowing
the Catholic Church to own communi-
cations media will open up the market
to all the different religious organizations,
some of them better equipped than the
Catho lics for acquiring a broad audience
through them.
With democracy, the Catholic

Church is discovering that to effec-

tively imple  ment its agenda, it will
have to take on a public role that has
often made it uncomfortable because
of the criticism that its activism will
inevitably draw. But it will have to
assume that role because it will not
be enough to politically agree with an
administration if the latter does not
have the clout to reform the legal frame -
 work that still restricts the church’s
field of action.

WHAT IS THE CHURCH’S PLACE
IN A DEMOCRACY?

Enrique Tarancón, cardinal archbishop
of Madrid, said that the Spanish church’s
most important challenge after Franco
was to find its proper place in a democ-
racy. In Mexico, liberals will have to
accept and recognize the rights of an
institution like the Catholic Church.
Bishops and priests will increasingly
have to recognize more values like tol-
erance, pluralism and diversity and will
have to subject their ideas to debate
with others who, even though they dis-
agree with the clergy’s positions, must
be capable of establishing a dialogue
that will stren gthen what has taken so
long to build in Mexico: a democracy
that goes be yond elections.
To the extent that the criticisms of

the Catholic Church’s political partici-
pation give way to criticisms of its posi-
tions, and to the extent that the church
itself accepts a debate about what until
now it has considered unquestionable
with those who oppose its agenda, de -
mocracy will find a place for an institu-
tion with an undeniable and inevi table
social and political presence, but will
also contribute to preserving the essen-
tial pluralism of a new regimen that will
take time to consolidate.
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INTRODUCTION

In a free and democratic society, it is
every woman’s right to have a decent,
paying job. In this article we propose a
full employment program to offer unlim -
 ited jobs to Mexican women with little
or no schooling. Our aim is to create
aware ness about the possibility of in -

creasing social well-being. From our per -
spective, the work ethic must be recov -
ered and used as the legitimate basis
for increasing well-being and in volving
individuals in so ciety mainly through
business and wage relations.
Since most women in Mexico have

low levels of schooling, unstable in formal
jobs and low incomes, the Full Employ -
ment Program for Women will make it
possible to:

a) create an occupational and wage floor
that will slow the growth of poverty;

b) increase and maintain the level of
aggregate demand, with a mul ti plying
effect in the economy and public
finances;

c) produce goods and services need ed
to increase social well-being;

d) foster the culture of waged work as a
substantive basis for in creas ing so -
cial productivity;

e) combat gender inequality;
f) curb illegal migration;
g) incorporate families, from women’s
perspective, into the work ethic and
education.

Recently, different countries have
set themselves the task of reclaiming
human values. It is well known that
these values are learned in the family
and that women’s role as mothers —
and as teachers in schools— has been
to instill and preserve them, making it

Women and Full Employment1
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possible to maintain and strengthen the
democratic institutional framework all
societies aspire to.2

In addition to reproducing social val-
ues, women’s biology makes them the
reproducers of labor power. Wo men’s
employment and the hours they spend
outside the home are very important
not only because they take up time that
they could dedicate to the family, but
also because they make them an active
presence in society and in the home. For
that reason, their employment should be
designed so as to allow them to shoul-
der twenty-first century family respon-
sibilities without ne glect ing the rein-
forcement of human values.
In the last few years, public aware-

ness of the challenge that poverty and
inequality represent has increased
throughout the world.3 However, dif-
ferent assistance programs have not been
able to stop their spread. The World
Bank proposes that the reduction of
poverty must be achieved today by “eco -
nomic growth based on the productive
utilization of the most abundant resource
among the poor: their labor power.”4

However, in our society, women’s
working outside the home has not in and
of itself been a factor for a profound

change in their sociocultural position,
particularly because their jobs have been
badly paid, or not paid at all, and linked
to traditional productive structures.
Paid work that encourages training will
put women into direct contact with val-
ues that will make them “agents for
change,” which will be the basis trans-
forming their condition. 

WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT IN MEXICO

According to the most recent employ-
ment statistics available (1998), in Mex -
 ico there are 49 million females, 16 mil-
lion of whom are under 15 years of age
and 2.6 million over 65. The rest, ap -
pro ximately 30.2 million women are
between the ages of 15 and 64.5

The female work force, which in -
cludes women and girls 12 years and
older, is 13.3 million strong. Of this
number, 12.9 million are employed
and 400,000 are openly unemployed.
By age, the female work force in cludes
388,000 girls between the ages of 12
and 14, 402,000 women over 65 and
12.5 million between the ages of 15
and 64. Given that the male work
force is 26.2 million strong, we can see

that out of every three Mexicans
employed one is a woman and two are
men. What is called the economically
non-active population (that is, those who
are not employed nor have recently
sought employment) includes about 22.8
million women. Of this group, 2.9 mil-
lion are between the ages of 12 and
14, 2.2 million are over 65 and more
than 17.5 million are between the ages
of 15 and 64.
Of the 13.3 million women in the

work force, 8.7 million have less than
a secondary school education, and 6.9
million live in urban areas, while of the
22.8 million women who are econom-
ically inactive, 18.5 million have a less
than secondary school education and
10.4 million live in urban areas. 
By sector, the female work force is

divided as follows: 1.7 million are pro -
fessionals, technicians or teachers; 1.7
million are clerical workers; 2.6 mil-
lion are sales personnel; 1.6 million
are domestic workers; 1.1 million work
in agriculture; 2.4 million are artisans
or factory workers; and 1 million earn
their living in the service sector.
Analyzed according to the job cate-

gories they occupy, only 237,000 women
are employers; 2.8 million are self-
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employed, mainly in commerce and
services; 7.6 million are wage earners
(only 1.7 million in industry and the rest,
more than 6 million, mainly in com-
merce and services); 600,000 are piece
workers in industry and commerce; and
2.1 million work with no pay at all. Of
the entire female work force, 5 million
have no fixed physical work place and
3.2 million work out of their homes.
In terms of income, 7 million women

earn less than twice the minimum
wage (3.3 million earn minimum wage
or less and 3.7 million earn between
mi nimum wage and double that). In
constrast, only 111,000 women earn
more than 10 times the minimum wage.
Of the 2.1 million women who earn
nothing at all for their work, almost
one million work in agriculture and the
rest mainly in commerce. Six million
receive no fixed wage. Of the 7.8 mil-
lion women who are wage earners, 3.2
million have only a verbal contract:
about 500,000 in industry, 500,000 in
commerce and 1.5 million in services.
In addition, 7.7 million women work-
ers receive no benefits at all.
For 9 million women, the work week

is 48 hours long or more. It is interest-
ing to note that approximately 800,000

women employed in the ma quila in -
dustry create even more wealth than
oil exports. Lastly, there are hardly any
indicators to characterize the situation
of the 22.8 million women considered
economically inac tive: the most that can
be said is that 5.2 million of them are
students and 15 million are housewives
and carry out other kinds of activities.
We could conclude that the vast

majority of these women are mothers
of three or more children who get
unskilled jobs with no stability, no con-
tract, no benefits and 48-hour-a-week
schedules or longer. In addition, in
general, poor working women are not
included in the statistics and appear as
part of the inactive population doing
housework even though part of what
they do and the procurement of non-
monetary goods and services represent
a proportion of the family income, a
portion which is more important the
lower the family’s in come level.

A JOB WITH HEALTH

AND RETIREMENT BENEFITS

The full employment for women pro-
gram we are proposing would make an

unlimited number of minimum-wage,
full health and retirement benefit, six-
hour-a-day jobs available to Mexican
women. As we already mentioned, the
program would target mainly women
with little or no schooling and job train -
ing and, therefore, would have to include
conditions to increase their education-
al and training levels.
We think that when operating at

full capacity a program like this could
offer jobs to about 8 million women, in -
cluding those who are already employed
and earning either nothing at all or under
minimum wage. The program would
exert an anti-cyclical influence in the
economy: the demand for jobs increas-
es precisely when supply drops in all
sectors of the eco nomy. Its anti-cycli-
cal function would consist of attenuat-
ing the economic slump and offering
the most vulnerable, impoverished sec-
tors of the po pulace a minimal way of
defending themselves at those times.
We propose carrying out the pro-

gram in four stages.
The first stage would target towns

of fewer than 100,000 inhabitants,
mainly with the idea of stabilizing the
conditions that have driven workers
out of those towns into the cities and
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raising living standards in locations with
the highest levels of extreme poverty.
At its highest point, this stage would
involve 4 million women.
The second stage would include

launch ing a pension program for women
over 65 who can no longer work, to ben -
efit about 1.5 million women.
The third stage would target cities of

over 100,000 inhabitants in the regions
with the highest poverty levels, covering
a maximum of about 3 million women.
The fourth stage would encompass

the entire country. The economic effort
of a program like this one would be
enor mous since it would mean in creasing
the population covered by health care
and pensions by at least 50 percent.

FUNDING SOURCES

Funding would be centralized while
the program itself would be decentral-
ized and run by municipal and state
governments.
Paying the program’s minimum wage

plus health and retirement benefits would
require gradually main taining and in -
creas ing the purchasing power of these
payments. This would be achieved

through legislation to guarantee women’s
full employ ment, which, in addition to
specifying government com mitment
to the program, would include the need to
increase disbursements yearly accord -
ing to price hikes in basic consumer prod -
ucts, plus at least 1 percentage point
over the real economic growth rate.6

At the peak of its functioning, this
program could cost about 288 billion
pesos, which comes to about 5.5 percent
of the gross domestic product (GDP)
for the year 2000.7 We estimate that
this is the equivalent of 70 percent of the
total amount of government income
from VAT and the tax on earnings (ISR) in
1999. Therefore, we propose the pro-
gram be implemented by stages, as long
as the federal govern ment is able to in -
crease its revenues through taxation.
Although other sources of funding

could be established, the main one must
be the increase in tax earnings. And
they can be increased with the specif-
ic aim of funding this program; this is
called “earmarking taxes.”
To make this possible, it is neces-

sary to:

a) Increase the tax base. In 1998, the
government had 6.4 million taxpay-

ers (divided into 5.9 million individ-
uals and 500,000 companies). Ob -
viously, it is urgent that this number
be increased, something that could
be done rapidly with the appropriate
legal oversight mechanisms, partic-
ularly in the case of companies with
high earnings.8

b) Permit a government budget deficit
equivalent to 3 percent of GDP. In
the year 2000, this would have been
about 174 billion pesos, a level which
would not have been inflationary if
we consider that the European Union,
for example, has an average deficit
of 3 percent with much lower infla-
tion than ours or even that of the
United States.

c) Create a special tax earmarked to fund
this program. We propose taxing real
financial earnings of the largest de -
positors and holders of government
titles by 0.2 percent. This tax would
be the equivalent of 30 percent of the
real earnings of holders of Cetes and
Bon des, for example, and would make
for 18 billion pesos in annual tax
earnings.9

Other sources of funding could also
be acquired through negotiations. For
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example: a) A discount of 50 percent in
the amount of real interest on the for-
eign debt, which would make it possible
to maintain the real interest rate at over
2 percent and would generate for Mex -
ico about 45 billion pesos at the current
exchange rate. b) A tax convergence
agreed upon by the U.S. and Mexican
governments for taxing companies would
make it possible to in crease these earn-
ings to reach at least the equi valent of 3
percent of Mex ico’s GDP.
In the first stage (targeting all com-

munities of fewer than 100,000 inhab-
itants), the program could reach a maxi -
mum of 4 million women, with an
es  timated cost of 158 billion pesos in
the year 2001. However, if the program
only operated partially, in the first year
it could require about 100 billion pesos,
which represents about 28 percent of
estimated tax earnings for that year, a
figure that is lower than income from
oil sales.
Even though the budgetary effort is

enormous, the possibility of partially
im plementing the program by stages
would make it possible to advance as
tax earnings rose. At the same time, it
would also make it possible to correct
and improve the instruments for its im -
plementation, and in a period no longer
than four years be able to achieve com -
plete coverage.

THE MINIMUM WAGE

An extremely important point is deter -
mining the initial minimum wage level
for the program. If it is too low, in ad -
dition to possibly making the program
ineffective, it could have a deflationary
effect on the general level of wages and
salaries. It could also be insufficient to
satisfy some of the basic ne cessities that

would make it possible to slow the rhythm
of growth of pover ty and extreme pover-
ty. On the other hand, a very high min-
imum wage to start out with could not
only encounter immediate financing
difficulties, but could also slow the ex -
pansion of medium-sized and small com -
panies that operate on the basis of pay-
ing their workers minimum wage.
The Mexican economy is facing in -

creased integration with the U.S. eco -
nomy. When determining the initial mi n -
imum wage for the program, the wage
and productive convergence of the two
economies that should be aspired to
should also be taken into consideration.

For example, if the starting point is the
Mexican minimum wage in the year
2000, and we take the U.S. minimum
wage as a constant in real terms, the wage
convergence would take 54 years with
a 4 percent yearly rise in Mexico’s min-
imum wage. If the latter rose 5 percent
a year, then convergence would take
place in 48 years.
Our proposal is that the starting mi n -

imum wage be 76 pesos a day. In the
scenario with a real annual in crease of
4 percent, this would make conver-
gence possible in 29 years.10 In addi-
tion, this wage is the equivalent of almost
50 percent of the annual cost of the
basic food basket for a family of five,
without taking into consideration the
cost of education, apparel, shoes, hous-
ing, health, leisure and culture.11 Thus,

the initial wage proposed is less than
the average wage in industry or the ser-
vice sector, which means that wage
select ed for the program will not radi-
cally modify the existing structure in
the short term.12

CHARACTERISTICS OF EMPLOYMENT
AND THEIR MULTIPLYING EFFECT

Women’s earnings are lower than men’s
even for jobs requiring the same or sim -
ilar training. This can be explained by
the cultural mores that cause gender
discrimination.

What this program offers is non-
skilled jobs for women, mainly in ser-
vice to the community: the construc-
tion of roads and bridges; installation of
drinking water and irrigation systems;
work in public buildings, parks and gar-
dens; pest extermination and clean-up;
participation in educational and literacy
programs; removal of rubble and care
for the environment; participation in
com munity orchestras; painting walls;
care for the aged; assisting in public
schools; collaborating in security mea-
sures for streets, airports and other pub-
lic places; lending assistance in com-
munity day-care centers, etc.13

The program combines several objec -
 tives: promoting full employment, giv-
ing jobs mainly to the poorest sectors
of the work force; producing public goods
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and services needed to in crease gener-
al living standards; and, lastly, educating
and training people for employment.
On the other hand, this proposal

tends to increase demand and, with
it, allows for an increase in public in -
come, contributing in this way to com -
 pen sating for greater public spending
incurred in financing the program
itself.
In recent years, net public expendi-

tures dropped drastically: from 36 per-
cent of the GDP in 1981, they plummet-
ed to 22 percent in 1999. The existing
social deficit is a first restriction. Tax
earnings are barely 10 percent of the
GDP. The circle of lower spending-lower
tax earnings has led not only to slow and
unstable economic growth, but also to
an increase in unemployment and under -
employment. Changing this dynamic
through a program like the one we are
proposing would be a step forward in the
construction of a society that is more
democratic and more just in gender
terms. A work ethic that offers the means
to clarify and order certain norms like
the pursuit of justice and equity would
be able to prosper in a society in which
gender difference were recognized, but
not used to maintain inequality.14

CONCLUSIONS

This proposal seeks to gradually close
the gender equality gap by building a
minimum employment and income base
nationwide. The program requires an
interdisciplinary team and an adequate
social wage to implement it; not schol-
arships, not coupons, not “poor cards.”
It is a response to the urgent need to
generate jobs to fight the pover ty that
over the last two decades has devas-
tated most poor, low-schooling-level

families’ incomes. It would first seek
to pro vide full employment for women
and then increase education programs
designed for them. It is unac ceptable
that at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, Mex ican women, shoul-
dering most fam ily responsibilities,
have formal jobs without the corre-
sponding formal wages, and that house -
 work continues to go unpaid and un -
 recognized by society.

NOTES

1 A prior version of this article was presented as
a paper at the Seminar on Public Policies for
Women organized by the Mexican Federation
of University Women and the Association of
University Women of Hidalgo on November 4
and 5, 1999 in Pachuca, Hidalgo, as well as at
the meeting of the International Association
for Feminist Economics at Bogazici Uni ver -
sity in Istanbul, Turkey, in August 2000. The
authors wish to thank scholarship recipient
Elizabeth Concha for her support.

2 Javier Alatorre and the GIMTRAP Coordinating
Committee, Las mujeres en la pobreza (Mex ico
City: Centro de Estudios Sociológicos: Grupo
Interdisciplinario sobre Mujer, Trabajo y
Pobreza [GIMTRAP]-El Colegio de Mexico,
1997), p. 126.

3 The income gap between the fifth of the
population which lives in the world’s richest
countries and the fifth that lives in the poor-
est was 30 to 1 in 1960, whereas it was 74 to 1
in 1997. According to figures from the United
Nations 1999 Human Development Report,
the 200 richest people in the world doubled
their net worth in the last four years, increas-
ing it by more than a trillion dollars, and the
wealth of the world’s three richest people is
greater than the output of all the countries
where the 600 million poorest people live.

4 World Bank, 1990b and 1992.

5 These figures are from the National Statistics
Institute (INEGI) 1998 National Employment
Survey.

6 Between 1988 and 1999, Mexico’s median
an nual economic growth rate was 3 percent.
We should expect that with the imple -
men tation of this program, economic growth
would average at 4 percent annually in com-
ing years.

7 If these wage expenditures were made imme-
diately, it would increase wage earners’ in -
comes to about 27 percent of the GDP, a figure
much lower than the 40 percent they repre-
sented in 1976. This means that the program
we are proposing is completely viable.

8 According to the Finance Ministry, Mexico is
one of the countries with the lowest tax bur-
den in the West. Compared to the size of our
economy, the tax burden is 15 percentage
points lower than those of the other OECD
countries and is lower than that of other Latin
American countries like Argentina, Brazil and
Chile. Government income from tax on earn-
ings (ISR) dropped as a percentage of the GDP
from 5.1 percent in 1994 to 4.5 percent in
1998. Mexico also has one of the lowest bur-
dens of corporate earnings in the world (1.9
percent of the GDP). Mexico’s VAT is applied to
one of the smallest ranges of products and
services, leaving whole sectors and a great
many goods and services unaffected. The
average effective VAT rate in Mexico is 8.9
percent. Non-tax revenues have been
extremely volatile given that they include
non-recurring earnings like those derived
from the sale of state companies, income
from the Central Bank’s operations and those
derived from oil extraction, subject to inter-
national oil prices. The fact that in the year
2000, tax revenues may be lower than those
of 1994 forces us to think about the mecha-
nisms that should be put in place to avoid the
grave consequences of not having sufficient
resources to alleviate the backlog in social
spending program coverage or to invest in
programs vital for growth.

9 The estimates have been determined on the
basis of figures contained in President Ernesto
Zedillo’s Fifth Address to the Nation in
September 1999.

10 The economic asymmetries between our
two countries, which are now on a course
of com mercial integration, are enormous.
However, the trade opening itself is rapidly
leading to the transformation of both coun-
tries’ relative price structures. Even so, the
process of harmonization of productive, price,
wage and fiscal structures will take many
years.

11 This approximation was developed by the
UNAM School of Economics Center for
Interdisciplinary Analysis.
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12 Data from President Ernesto Zedillo’s Fifth
Address to the Nation.

13 The United Nations recognizes the need for
moving forward in international cooperation
in the next century through the participation
of the nations of The world in the produc-
tion of what are called “world public goods,”
like activities to stop pollution, cleaning up
the environment and ecological recovery,
actions to eradicate diseases, to advance or
consolidate democracy, uphold the law and
foster the rule of law.

14 About this need, see Marta Lamas, comp.,
El género: la construcción cultural de la dife -
rencia sexual (Mexico City: Miguel Angel
Porrúa, 1996). The present article is supple-
mented with our paper on education and
sustainable development. Hopefully, with
both programs together, the average years of
basic schooling for children will rise, making
it possible to have higher employment for
women and averting the need for adoles-
cents to seek employment, repeatedly inter-
rupting their studies. See the paper by Euge -
nia Correa and Patricia Pérez, “Educa ción y
desarrollo sustentable,” presented at the
Women and Education Seminar organized
by the Federation of University Women in
November 1997.
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H
istorically, Mexico-United
States relations have been very
complex and asymmetrical in

terms of power, and, today, they are
markedly interdependent in a number
of fields. The relationship is defined by
the geographical proximity between the
most powerful country in the world and
a developing nation.
The complexity of the relationship

is increased by the role that each plays
on the international stage. Both nations
perceive, value and interpret the bilat-
eral relationship and the world that sur -
rounds them from their own perspec-
tive. They each act on the basis of their
own cultural values and beliefs and to
preserve the permanent or temporary
interests that they pursue through their
foreign policy.
Internationalists like Carlos Rico

and John Coatsworth point to the im -
portance that the formation of percep-
tions has on the decision-making pro -
cess in world politics, saying, “The
behavior of international actors is con-
ditioned by the cultural filters through

which each receives and interprets in -
formation about the other players. Cul -
turally conditioned images, even stereo -
types, thus exert a powerful effect upon
decision-making.”1 This explains why
Mexico and the United States frequent -
ly interpret a particular event differ-
ently, as in the case of the Riverside in -
cident in 1996.2

The formation of cultural percep-
tions or stereotypes in each country
de pends on the level of global influence
that each has worldwide and a series
of geographic, cultural, historic, eco     -
no m  ic and political conditions coming

together. At the same time, these char-
acteristics are the source of the forma-
tion of each country’s profile as perceived
by the other. This article summarizes
these elements as they apply to the
specific case of Mexico-United States
relations.

AN ASYMMETRICAL RELATIONSHIP

The asymmetry of the relationship is
determined by the influence and lead-
ership role that each country plays in
the world, as well as the in ternational
responsibilities each society has taken
on and accumulated historically. Ours
is a bilateral relation ship between a
country that has the world’s greatest
aggregate of interests, commitments
and responsibilities and another that
plays the leadership role of a me dium-
sized power, and consequently has as -
sumed a series of regional interests,
responsibilities and commitments. It
is the meeting and relationship be -
tween countries with asymmetrical
leader ship roles and potentials.
It is worth asking ourselves how a

power with global interests relates to
one with regional influence and vice
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versa. The United States’ commitments
and responsibilities force it to con-
centrate and divide its attention in
the areas of the world where its prior-
ity interests lie, and only then concern
itself with those regions or countries
where it has second-level in terests,
like Mexico. By contrast, historically
and even today, the United States has
been and will continue to be Mexico’s
priority in matters of foreign policy.
This explains the difference in the
degree of interest that each country
attributes to bilateral issues since what
is important to Mexico is not always
important to the United States. That
is why we can say that the asymmetry
of the relationship conditions the for-
mation of mutual perceptions.

PROGRESSIVE INTERDEPENDENCE

To paraphrase Robert Keohane and
Joseph Nye,3 the international order
built in the 1970s has been charac-
terized by the establishment of progres -
sive interdependence among nations.
In this sense, the notion of interde-
pendence is understood as mutual de -
pendence or reciprocal effects among
two or more countries involving their
vital interests and in which all partic-
ipants are affected by the actions of
the others.
In the last three decades, Mexico-

U.S. relations have been expressed
through a broad, growing network of
governmental and nongovernmental,
political, economic and social chan-
nels. On many occasions, the situation
arising from this overshoots the insti-
tutional or legal framework set up to
deal with it, such as in the case of
migratory flows or money laundering.
These kinds of links show the mutual

dependence in different areas like
trade,4 investment, drug trafficking, mi -
gration or the environment, with reci-
procal effects for both parties. Given
the trends in this relationship, we see
that at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, the two countries’ inter-
dependence will be even stronger and
will therefore be an important source
in the formation of perceptions.

HISTORICAL CONDITIONING FACTORS

The national histories of Mexico and
the United States would each be inex-
plicable without the other. Com mon
periods of historical development of
each nation have determined the way
we have perceived each other, becom-
ing perhaps the most important source
of the formation of perceptions. Ob -
vious ly, this process has been explained
differently in each country, according
to the interpretation that their govern-
ments and historians have wanted to
give to a shared history.
In tune with the asymmetry and

interdependence of the bilateral rela-

tionship, the historical legacy of the
United States presence in the life of
Mex ico is much greater than the re -
verse. The loss of more than half of
Mexico’s national territory to its north-
ern neighbor, the different U.S. inva-
sions of Mexico, including the most
recent, the 1914 invasion of Veracruz,
and the constant U.S. attempts to extend
its borders even further (the McLane-
Ocampo Treaty) have left a deep mark
in the historical consciousness of the
Mexican people and created a defen-
sive, distrustful attitude with regard to
Mexico’s northern neighbor and the
international scene in general.
For the United States, on the other

hand, Mexico has been a second-level
priority in its global perspective. As
Rico and Coatsworth say, “The United
States is much more a real and con-
crete part of Mexican reality and polit-
ical discourse than vice versa. In fact,
the United States constitutes a crucial
variable in the definition of Mexico’s
modern political culture....The United
States holds a central place in the his-
tory of Mexico; Mexico’s place in U.S.
history is quite limited.”5

GEOGRAPHICAL PROXIMITY

If Mexico and the United States did
not border on one another, would their
histories have intertwined? Would
the bilateral relationship be so special,
complex, interdependent and often
tense? Would the migratory problem
between them be so acute? Undoub t -
edly, their sharing a common border,
which goes back to the frontiers estab-
lished by Spain in the eighteenth cen-
tury, has been a determining factor and
has conditioned their relationship right
up until today. This geographic proxim-
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ity has spurred events that still have an
impact on daily relations between neigh -
bors. U.S. territorial expansionism at
the cost of its southern neighbor, the
uninterrupted migration of Mexicans
north, the controversial definition of
boundaries, the inclusion of Mexico in
the area of U.S. strategic security or the
creation of a trilateral market together
with Canada would hardly have hap-
pened if the individual histories of
these two countries had not coincided
or had as a backdrop the geographical
proximity.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

Mexico and the United States are heir
to totally different cultural traditions
expressed in marked distinctions be -
tween their economic systems, politi-
cal ideas, social organization, ways of
thinking, day-to-day attitudes, philoso-
phy of life and systems of values and
beliefs. They perceive each other, then,
and therefore their bilateral relations,
very differently. 
Certain traits mark the cultural

contrast between the two. In Mexico,
the values of the Catholic religion,
mes tizo ancestry, the pre-Hispanic
past, the public figure of caudillos or
strongmen and the formation of a
national consciousness that has had
its historic relations with the United
States as a catalyst are all held in high
regard. In contrast, Americans gener-
ally place value on Protestant values
and decentralized organization; they
take pride in being part of a majority
white population with Anglo Saxon
origins and a history of successes that
has made them a leading power in the
world today and given them an opti-
mistic view of the future. They have

formed a national identity molded by
only the remote possibility of foreign
intervention by European powers;
Mexico has never really represented a
threat to their sovereignty. These fac-
tors have been cultural filters through
which both countries see the world.
As Rico and Coatsworth point out,

while it is true that perceptions do
not totally determine government

decisions, they do influence them.6

This argument makes sense in that
cultural stereotypes of other coun-
tries are believed by large parts of so -
ciety, and the leaders of these nations
take their voters’ opinions into account,
as is the case with Mexico and the
United States. Also, when percep-
tions are not bolstered by information
and accompanied by a culture of tol-
erance that can clarify them, they can
become prejudices or simply miscon-
ceptions that can have an influence
on bilateral relations.
In that sense, it is worth remember-

ing the observation of Mexican diplo-
mat Matías Romero, twice ambassador

to the United States in the nineteenth
century, who said, “My experience has
taught me...that on both sides there are
prejudices born of the lack of suffi-
cient knowledge of the other, but that
could be eliminated to reach greater
understanding.” This comment could
well describe current relations between
Mexico and the United States, at the
beginning of the new millenium.

NOTES

1 John H. Coatsworth and Carlos Rico, “Ima g -
es of Mexico in the United States,” Di -
mensions of United States-Mexican Re lations
vol. 1 (San Diego: Center for U.S.-Mexican
Studies, University of California, 1989),
p. 61.

2 This refers to the U.S. Border Patrol’s
extremely violent treatment of two undocu-
mented Mexican migrants in Riverside
County, California, April 1, 1996. The inci-
dent was widely covered in the media
because it was filmed by television cameras.
The interpretation of the incident on the two
sides of the border was totally different and,
in some cases, diametrically opposed.

3 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, Power
and Interdependence. World Politics in
Transition (Boston: Little, Brown and Com -
pany, 1977), Chapter 1.

4 Just to give one example, the border between
our two countries is recognized as having the
world’s greatest amount of border traffic, with
approximately one million crossings daily and
a great many important economic activities. 

5 John H. Coatsworth and Carlos Rico, op. cit.,
p. 10.

6 Ibid., p. 1.
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Roberto Angulo, Colombia, Reflections, 56 X 76 cm.

Making Mexico a world center for disseminating 
watercolor painting and presenting an overview of the aesthetic 

concerns of watercolorists from different countries of the world was the aim 
of the Fourth International Watercolor Biennial, organized by Mexico’s National

Watercolor Museum. Its success has shown that the museum is not 
alone in its efforts to renovate this genre, as for the first time it 
brought together a considerable number of associations 
of watercolorists from differents parts of the world.



I
n Mexico, the art of watercolor painting was
reborn in the second half of the twentieth
century, but this has not yet been fully ap -

preciated by either art critics or the cultural media.
The first Watercolorists Salon, convened in

1957 by the Art Institute of Mexico, was the
beginning of a kind of movement which brought
important changes to this genre of painting. Since

then, this salon has been held every year, bring-
ing together artists who have parented the evo-
lution of contemporary watercolor painting.

The founding of the National Watercolor
Mu seum was also a special event. The first of
its kind in the world, it has set itself the tasks
of recovering the country’s artistic patrimony in
this field with works from both the past and the
present and creating a space for the watercol-
orists of the world.

The museum’s main commitment since its
founding has been to continue to hold the year-
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ly salon, including prizes and incentives for par-
ticipants.1

The first international watercolor exhibition
was part of the Cultural Olympics organized at
the same time the 1968 Mexico City Olympic
Games were held, with 50 works from New
York’s American Watercolor Society (AWS), an
exhibition which attracted many visitors. In
return, the museum was invited to take the
work of Mexican painters to the AWS’s annual
exhibition in 1970. Another Mexico-U.S. show
was held in New York in 1980 and Washing -

ton’s Smithsonian Institute sponsored a two-
year tour of the show’s Mexican paintings in
several U.S. cities.

In the interest of establishing relations with
groups of watercolor painters in other countries,
the museum has hosted exhibitions of paintings
from Spain, Italy, Canada, Brazil, Colombia,
Venezuela, Japan, Australia, Russia, Finland,
New Zealand, Sweden, Germany, Denmark and
Iceland. It has organized four international bien-
nials since 1994. The most recent one, held in
2000, boasted the participation of painters from
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15 countries on four continents, among them
South Korea, England, Belgium and Panama.

Since its founding 33 years ago, the muse-
um has been supported by private donations
from its founders, Alfredo Guati Rojo Cárde -
nas and his wife Berta Pietrasanta, who have
also served as its directors. This has not been
an easy task and, given the lack of official sub-
sidies or funding from other private sources, has
required an enormous effort.

The museum’s first venue was the Art In -
s titute of Mexico, founded in 1954 for the teach-
ing of visual arts. However, that building was
destroyed by the earthquake that hit Mex ico
City in 1985. Two years later, on April 29, 1987,
the museum was reopened at its present venue
in Coyoacán, donated by then-President Miguel
de la Madrid. The museum’s international efforts
have received support from the National Council
for Culture and the Arts and the Foreign Re -
lations Ministry.

In its 13 years in Coyoacán, the museum’s
fa cilities have been constantly renovated. Its
approximately 4,000 square meters include both
gardens and the house-museum with seven per-
manent exhibition rooms that cover pre-His -
panic watercolors, with examples of codices and
murals; nineteenth-century precursors; contem -
porary watercolors; and paintings from abroad.
The facilities also include an art library, offices,
a conservation and restoration laboratory, a
museography workshop and a storage area for
watercolors not being exhibited.

The museum’s collection consists of 300 mo d -
ern and old works, dating from pre-Hispanic
times until today, gathered by its director, a
watercolorist himself, for the purpose of leaving
this legacy to Mexico. 

THE FOURTH INTERNATIONAL

WATERCOLOR BIENNIAL

In 2000, the museum’s work culminated with
the celebration of the Fourth International Water -
 color Biennial and the Forty-Fifth Na tional
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Ana Laura Salazar, Mexico, Transparencies into the Wind, 51 X 76 cm.
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Salon. Their success confirmed the validity of
making Mexico a world center for disseminat-
ing watercolor painting and presenting an over -
view of the aesthetic concerns of watercolorists
from different countries of the world.

The Fourth International Watercolor Biennial
has shown that we are not alone in our efforts to
renovate this genre of painting. The museum’s
achievement has been to bring together for the
first time a considerable number of associations of
watercolorists to make joint efforts in this direction.

When asked, “Why watercolors?” I always
answer that our work aim to sow seeds for the
future so that talent and genius can reach their
potential.

A brief analysis of the 116 watercolors shown
in the biennial reveals the painters’ passion and
interest in moving toward new forms of express-
ing their aesthetic message. Among the Mexican
participants, the change has been total and defi -
nitive, revealing that watercolor painting in Mex -
ico has developed greatly in the twentieth cen-
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tury. Each of the eight Mexican artists who
exhibited has his/her own very individual style
and has abandoned both the traditionalism and
themes of the nineteenth century.

The achievements can be appreciated by sim-
ply looking at the size of the works: they have
gone beyond the small format characteristic of
works in the past that were mainly intimate and
minor paintings. Its different forms of expression
reflect the renovation and different contempo-
rary art movements that have advanced while
respecting the specificities of watercolor paint-
ing. The works of Mexican watercolorists are
outstanding for their quality and use of color.

Trophies were given to the 15 participant coun -
tries and to ten painters whose work deserved

special mention: Swa Claes from Belgium; Ye -
qiang Wang from Canada; Ro ber to Angulo from
Colombia; Heungbin Lim from South Ko rea;
Jaime Tarín and Jaime Galdeano from Spain;
Alison Musker from England; Nadia Tognazzo
from Italy; Ei Nakamura from Japan; and Fre -
deric Bates from Australia.

NOTES

1 The museum has also held an Annual Amateur Water -
colorists Contest to foster and discover new talents; a
New Watercolor Salon, which aims to nurture the
genre’s evolution, enriching its techniques and new
expressions; a Children’s Watercolor Competition; and
collective and individual shows by artists from all over
Mexico.
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I
nverting the use of nicknames, Martínez is
a miniature greyhound, and “The Bird” is an
artist named Gabriel Orozco.

Martínez is Orozco’s grey pet whose tiny size
and playful spirit create a commotion on the
streets of New York and Mexico City. 

“The Bird” is a 38-year-old Mex ican artist,
born —to be more exact— in Xalapa, Veracruz,
whose work breeds both “philes” and “phobes.”
It is full of subtleties, obviousness, surprises, acci-

dents, irrelevance and meaningless acts —just
to mention a few of the attributes ascribed by
the critics and the general public to his instal-
lations, photographs, videos and sculptures.
Some pieces are priced at up to U.S.$200,000.

Known in the galleries, museums and bienni-
als of Europe, Asia and the United States, Oroz -
co has now come to a contemporary art venue in
Mexico, his native country, where he has been
discussed less. The floor, roofs and walls of the
Rufino Tamayo Museum of International Con -
temporary Art in Chapultepec Park are covered
with dozens of pieces offered up to viewers’ trep-
idation, complacency, indignation, enthusiasm
and rejection.1
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The Subtle Gestures
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All photos by Daniel Munguía.
Reproduced by permission of the Los Angeles Mu seum
of Contemporary Art and the Rufino Tamayo Museum.
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Here, placed as if by mistake, lies an empty
shoe box; there, a one-of-a-kind ping-pong table
with a basin in the middle stands near a chess
table with no pawns, bishops or castles, but only
knights; at the center are a compressed Citröen,
a shortened elevator, fans with their blades fes-
tooned with toilet paper, a skull with quadran-
gles drawn on it in graphite and billiard balls
hanging like Foucault’s pendulum.

These pieces were created from 1990 to 2000
in Germany, Holland, South Korea, England,
France, Mexico and the United States. They
are presented in the museum without regard to
chronological order, inviting the viewer to wan-
der at will.

TAKING OFF

Although Gabriel dislikes emphasizing his ori-
gins and the mark that his father may have left
on him —his father was muralist Mario Orozco
Rivera, a man of the left with a weak body of
work— we should say that he studied at the
UNAM National School of Visual Arts (1981-
1984) and the Fine Arts Circle of Madrid
(1986-1987) and was artist in residence at the
DAAD Gallerie, in Berlin. But what really had a
profound effect on him was the workshop he
directed for four years, from 1987 to 1991, in

his own home with four other young people, all
art students, musicians, sketch artists or tatoo
artists: Gabriel Kuri, Damián Ortega, Abraham
Cruz vi lle gas and Jerónimo López.

According to Cruzvillegas, the workshop was
notably different from a formal space and was a
far cry from aspiring to be an artist’s atelier. With
sessions every Friday, Orozco never gave instruc-
tions to work in any particular way or deal with
particular topics. The collective effort consisted
in criticizing others’ work and discussions about
artistic questions of the moment, plus music,
beer and fiestas.

It was the beginning of the 1990s, and many
alternative spaces were opening up in Mexico to
present the public and the critics with ephemer -
al art, installations and object-art. Several for-
eign artists’ studios in Mexico’s historic down-
town area were venues for exhibitions, as well
as houses and vacant lots.

Orozco, together with Mauricio Maillé and
Mauricio Rocha, had already won the first prize
for “Alternative Spaces” given by the 1987
National Art Salon organized by the National
Institute of Fine Arts for their wooden structure
simulating a house on the point of collapse
being shored up (a frequent sight in Mexico
City after the 1985 earthquakes). Later Gabriel
participated in the collective piece “On Pur -
pose,” a kind of homage to Joseph Beuys made
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up of installations in the museum situated in
the former Desierto de los Leones Convent.

In the early 1990s he would start to take off.
“The Bird” began to travel. Once settled in
Manhattan, he re ceived an invitation from New
York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMa) to pre-
sent a project. He occupied the garden, the
escalator, a few columns and many of the muse-
um’s exterior windows for his objects: hammocks,
an interminable phone book and insecticide
container tops. But the part that stirred the
most enthusiasm was his involving the muse-
um’s neighbors by asking them to put one or
more oranges in their home or office windows
every day.

This made Gabriel one of the three only Mex -
icans who have had individual showings at the
MoMa: Diego Rivera was the first in the 1930s,
followed by Manuel Alvarez Bravo six decades
later. Orozco’s show was in 1993, when he was
only 30, which prompted a series of both favor-
able and unfavorable comments, but above all,
a variety of questions: What do people see in his
work? Is this art or just publicity? Why is there
an Orozco phenomenon?

And it is this phenomenon that has been
analyzed, praised and reviled at exhibitions as
prestigious as those at Paris’ Modern Art Mu -
seum, Amster dam’s Stedelijk, London’s Institute
of Contemporary Art, Chicago’s Mu seum of Con -

temporary Art and Kortrijk, Belgium’s Kanaal
Art Foundation; or international biennials in Ve n -
ice, São Paulo and Kassel, Germany’s Do cu -
men ta X; or private collections in Spain, Paris,
London, Florida, Gua da lajara, Mexico City, Los
Angeles, Athens, Munich and New York.

NON-REVOLUTIONARY ART

The cover of the Rufino Tamayo Museum ex -
hibit catalogue displays Gabriel as a child on
horseback, dressed in a traditional Mexican cha -
rro cowboy outfit, a typical Sunday-outing pho-
tograph, while inside, several art historians try
to dilucidate his work and answer the questions
it engenders.

Alma Ruiz, the curator of the Los Angeles
Museum of Contemporary Art and organizer of
this exhibit, underlines his work’s most outstand-
ing characteristics: “his fondness for recording
daily life, the relation of objects to his own body
and his ongoing interest in movement.”2 Ruiz
says that his work “does not attempt to be revo-
lutionary” nor does it introduce novel techniques
or use innovative materials. What is interesting
about it, she says, is the multiplicity of objects
used, thus favoring unexpected associations
and conceptual linkages that go beyond the for-
mal ones in a “multifaceted” body of work and
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“an analytical mind, an intellectual curiosity that
relishes what is unassuming, novel and undis-
covered.”3

Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, for his part, cen-
ters on the formal and conceptual changes in
sculpture in the last 30 years, situating Orozco
in a hybrid trend and at an “aesthetic, geopolit-
ical and historical distance”4 with regard to the
experience of the object.

Art history professor Molly Nesbit looks at the
links between Orozco and the work of composer
John Cage and writer Jorge Luis Borges. Be -
tween Orozco and Cage, she sees the common-

ality of their idea of unifying life and art; between
Orozco and Borges, the idea that know ledge does
not necessarily make for progress. “The center
everywhere, the circumference nowhere, the per -
fect labyrinth is the desert.”5 This is Orozco a faith -
ful admirer of Borges, quoting him; Orozco, an
enthusiast of subtle gestures and the wake that
people and things leave behind.

Former Orozco workshop members Gabriel
Kuri and Abraham Cruzvillegas both wrote for
the catalogue, along with colleague Damián Orte -
ga, who contributes a comic strip.

VAGUENESS AND EVASION

A lot of ink has been used in newspapers and
magazines to deal with the Tamayo exhibition.
The critics have focused on the series of polem-
ical objects and installations.6

Analyst Cuauhtémoc Medina comments that
Orozco’s work shows “an inclination to more or
less circumspect good taste that suggests a state
of melancholy grace that se duces the eye with
fleeting moments of passiveness.” But he also
chides the artist for “evading definitions” and for
his “vagueness,” explaining that his success is
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partially due to “the fetishization of the receiver”
and the tendency to idolatrize the artist as “the
Latin American whose proximity with Cage’s
methodology and Borges’ spirit may be able to
dissipate the ‘baroque-izing,’ noisy ‘bad taste’ of
the American Latino in the 1990s.”

Writer and critic Olivier Debroise parodies one
of Orozco’s installations in Paris, “Clinton Is In -
nocent” (alluding to the U.S. president’s sex ual
affair or his questionable job as world leader or
the corruption of his administration —take your
pick, just as the U.S. public has), entitling his cri -
tique “Orozco Is Innocent.” De broise reaffirms the
artist’s strategy of “perturbing perceptions, giving
objects not a significance, but an unforseen func-
tion.” He also strenuously objects to the accolades
signed by Gabriel’s colleagues in the catalogue.

Historian Teresa del Conde laments the cat-
alogue’s emphasizing Orozco’s life more than
his first years as a sculptor. She situates him as
a “rag-picker” who deploys “a not-quite-so-free
form of association with intelligent results. It
seems to me that he proceeds more by me tony -
my than by metaphor, thus indicating a special
ability to give names to his own objects.”

Another visual artist, Mónica Ma yer, deems
Orozco’s work “ingenious” and “cold,” saying that

on few occasions he does have poetic qualities
(for example, the billiard table, the ping-pong
table and the fans), and on others he offers no
proposal at all, but rather the “god-like” posturing
of a “genius.”

THE SILENCE IS ACTIVE

From Costa Rica, Gabriel Orozco responded to
some of these observations.7Any polemical work,
he said, “is neither passive nor circumspect nor
institutional nor vague. People get upset; they
talk about what they see; they laugh; they don’t
understand. If they were passive objects sunk in
vagueness, people wouldn’t talk about them.
Perhaps they could be des cribed as silent objects.
But the silence is active and can cause more
discomfort and mystery than noise.” He also
points out that the essays about his work are
written by people qualified to talk about it.
They are “perfectly professional individuals who
represent other voices that are telling the histo-
ry” of art.

Overall, he says about the criti ques of his
work, “The interesting thing about the articles
is that many analysts feel uncomfortable about
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the work and me as a person. They try to tear it
down in the typical PRI fashion by disdaining
and belittling the person more than the ideas.
The vagueness that they say my work suffers
from is their own and their observations be -
come personal, predictable and limited. None
of them manages to come up with a serious cri-
tique. I feel sorry for them.”

FAITH IN THE SMALL THINGS

In different interviews,8 Gabriel has talked about
his work. “I still have faith in the small things.
Even when in sculptures you try to create a whole
universe, I’m also interested in comets. I want
to show how a simple gesture can sometimes
have more repercussions than a monu ment....
My relationship with objects is first sensual, like
with women or fruit, because of their color, their
flavor or smell. Then there is the approximation
to each object, but generally I’m slow and I
never have an immediate solution. I can’t stand
compulsive artists. I have everything in my head
and then I retrieve it, or I replace it, or I redo it.
I don’t care if they say I’m great with my hands
or a great technician. I prefer they say that I
picked what I do up off the sidewalk. I love that
because it’s a way for an object to become a real
thing, more than a language.

“I prefer small pieces that are integral, nec-
essary parts of a large whole. And I like them
because I choose subtle gestures. I don’t like
grandiloquence and virtuosity. I’m looking for
the connection between the artificial and the
natural, the organic and the geometric, the new
and the old, dust and shine. I act based on col-
lapses, contrasts.

“What is the value in objects? It lies in the
condition that separates them from language
and a play of signs. In the thing that turns them
into a stone on the street or into a puddle or
into a bad building. Into something that sepa-
rates them from art and brings them close to
reality. What I do —which doesn’t even have a
name because I don’t know if it’s installation or

sculpture— tries to get close to what is real and
to establish a different relationship with space
and with the body, just like what happens out
there every day on the sidewalk.”

*  *  *

An eternal traveler, “The Bird” flew away again.
He was in Costa Rica for a time. He went back
to New York, and then he will go to Japan, where
two museums have requested his work and his
participation in the Yokohama Triennial of 2001.
In addition, Manhattan awaits a public sculp-
ture of his, and two other pieces will occupy
spaces in France and Germany.

Not only sculptures and cities await him.
Martínez, his miniature greyhound does, too, so
it can run through the streets and perhaps help
him find objects that will become pieces for gal-
leries, a collector’s room, the wall of a museum
or just to lie next to the pillows where Martínez
jumps and sleeps.

NOTES

1 This exposition was put together by the Los Angeles
Museum of Contemporary Art, where it was shown from
June to September of 2000. The showing in Mexico City
will last until February 4, 2001, after which it will be at
the Monterrey Contemporary Art Museum from February
until May 2001.

2 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh et al., Gabriel Orozco, catalogue
of the exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Art,
Los Angeles (Mexico City: The Museum of Contem porary
Art, Los Angeles/Conaculta/INBA/Museo Rufino Tamayo,
2000), p. 25. 

3 Ibid., p. 29.

4 Ibid., p.30.

5 Ibid., p.156.

6 The opinions of Medina and Debroise are from Reforma
(Mexico City), 25 October 2000 and 2 October 2000,
respectively. Teresa del Conde’s comments are from La
Jornada (Mexico City), 24 October 2000 and 7 November
2000; and Mónica Mayer’s from El Universal (Mexico
City) 7 October 2000.

7 The author received these observations from Orozco by
e-mail.

8 Quotes are taken from the author’s interviews with Oroz -
co in October 1993, August 1998 and August and No -
vember 2000.
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T
oday, applied genetic engineering in
agriculture deals mainly with genetical-
ly modified organisms, plants into which

a single or several genes have been artificially
incorporated. These techniques are unprecedent-
ed: previously, genetic crop improvement meant
the cross-breeding of entire plants with their full
genetic make-up, a process in which to induce a
specific desired trait in a stable improved variety,
a whole new generation had to grow, which could
take up to 15 years.
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This has changed radically thanks to genetic
engineering techniques that make it possible to
induce new traits in plants with great precision
and in a single step. By genetic engineering, we
mean “the possibility of artificially creating new
organisms through the combination of the genes
of totally distinct species.”1 That is, the new com -
binations of genes would never have occurred in
nature. The procedure does not always imply
inserting alien genes; it sometimes means in -
ducing changes in the genetic structure of the
plant itself. What is new about this is that a gene
with the particular information desired (for
example, that of the bacteria bacillus thuringien-
sis, which contains the code for producing an
insect-fighting toxin) is located and then insert-
ed into the organism in question.

From this point of view the new technology
saves a lot of time and makes for greater preci-
sion in agricultural improvement. But, at the
same time, the risks of commercially cultivat-
ing these new plants have not yet been suffi-
ciently studied.

The possibility of commercially appropriat -
ing agricultural and germoplasm2 innovations

has attracted large corporations to this branch of
production. This is clear in their presence where
genetically modified organisms are cultivated3

and has determined that a large part of the re -
search into the question is done along the lines
of profitability.

The few products utilized in developing coun-
tries are those whose cultivation requirements
coincide with those developed for industrialized
countries. For example, in Mexico, cotton is the
most widespread of these products because the
varieties grown in the United States can be cul-
tivated here without difficulty. But no products
have been created specifically for the needs of
developing countries.

The challenge for many of these countries,
then, consists in developing their own scientific
and technological capabilities, as well as the ins -
titutional means needed to introduce technolo-
gy useful to the most vulnerable producers. They
also must insert the technologies in production
recognizing the market differentiation and seg-
mentation and making the best possible use of
the market niches that are of no interest to large
corporations.
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In developing countries the maze of social
and institutional networks for the dissemination
of technology are incomplete or partial and the
links needed to make it accessible to the poorest
sectors of society are non-existent. This means
that the potential risks and benefits of new tech-
nology must be carefully evaluated.

Corporations limit their discourse to saying
that the new genetically modified plants contain
the technology in their seeds themselves, but they
do not take into account that the management
of these new varieties requires greater special-
ization both on the part of producers and of pub-
lic employees and officials who must deal with
safely using agricultural biotechnology.

One of the most debated risks is the possible
change in biodiversity. By biodiversity, we under-
stand “the wealth, quantity and great variety of
living beings in a specific area. It includes all the
species and varieties in a territory, in the soil, in
the water and seas; in the forests, on agricultur-
al land and the different ethnic and cultural
groups that live there.”4

The possible health risks to anyone who con-
sumes these new plants are also a polemical

issue. Since this article will deal with environ-
mental risks, let me just mention that, while it
has not been conclusively proven that these new
foods are harmful, neither has it been proven
that they are harmless. What is clear is that more
research is needed, just as some environmental-
ist organizations demand.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT

The evaluation of possible environmental
impacts on biodiversity of the new genetically
modified plants is neither unique nor static, but
rather place-specific and variable over time in
different types of ecosystems. Countries with
great biodiversity like Mexico should be particu-
larly careful about today’s products.

The majority of the world’s most important
centers of biological origins and diversity are in
the tropics and sub-tropics, where the plants
originated and the most developed agriculture
was practiced in ancient times. According to the
Vavilov classifications,5 the world has 10 main
centers of biodiversity (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Vavilov Centers of World Diversity

Region Crops that Originated in the Region

• Central America • Corn, the common bean, sweet potato
• Andes • Potatoes, lima beans, peanuts
• Southern Brazil, Paraguay • Cassava
• Mediterranean • Oats, rape
• Southwest Asia • Rye, barley, wheat, peas
• Abyssinia • Barley, sorghum, millet
• Central Asia • Wheat
• Indo-Burma • Rice, dwarf wheat
• Southeast Asia • Bananas, sugar cane, yams, rice
• China • Fox-tail millet, soybeans, rice

Source: Germán Vélez and Mónica Rojas, “Definiciones y conceptos básicos sobre biodiversidad,”
Biodiversidad, Sustento y Culturas, Workbook I (Bogotá, Colombia: Programa Semillas,

1998).
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The mega-diverse countries located in these
Vavilov regions are Mexico, Colombia, Brazil,
Zai re, Madagascar, India and Indonesia. The
rapid deterioration of this biological wealth is
clear in Mexico: in 1998 the public was already
being warned that if the current process of
deforestation and depredation continued, in less
than a decade 96 species of birds, mammals,
reptiles, fish and amphibians and 66 species of
plants and fungus would disappear.6

A great deal of discussion has been generat-
ed by biotechnology’s making it possible to own
living organisms. Although the world’s biological
wealth has for many decades been the source of
different substances for pharmaceutical compa-
nies that have made endless use of them with no
limitations whatsoever, today, this becomes even
more critical.

Agrobiodiversity —defined as “the total of com -
ponents, structure and functions in agro-ecosys-
tems relevant for agricultural production”—7 is
vitally important for the food security of future
generations. It can be used to combat new plagues
and diseases, to resist climatic change, to face the
challenges posed by the growing human popula-
tion, to deal with changes in consumption habits
and to make production more sustainable.

In general, in modern agriculture, since the
Green Revolution technological model came on
the scene in the 1940s and was widely applied in
the 1950s, agrobiodiversity has been paid scant
attention. Genetic diversity has been considered
a function of improvement, such as in the case
of the new form of producing food based on the
cultivation of “super-plants,” capable of producing
their own insecticides and of tolerating drought
and which have a series of other favorable traits.

However, the negative effects that the constant
quest for high yields has had on genetic diversi-
ty have been ignored.

Nevertheless, genetically modified organisms
are not dangerous per se. The problems arise
when the new traits —or a combination of them—
produce undesired effects on the environment.
These plants cause different kinds of problems
depending on the new genes they contain, the
characteristics of the mother crop and the sur-
roundings in which they grow.

CONCERN IN ACADEMIC CIRCLES

Because the crops and genes are so many and
varied, the identification and classification of
the potential risks of genetically modified crops
is a real challenge.8 For Jane Rissler and Margaret
Mellon of the Union of Concerned Scientists of
the United States, putting to one side for the
moment the health risks to those who eat these
new foods, two kinds of dangers exist on the
environmental level: those stemming from the
transformed plants themselves and those linked
to the transference of genes to other plants.9

The first risk implies that the new character-
istics of the modified plants would allow them
to become weeds in agricultural ecosystems or
propagate outside the fields being cultivated,
disturbing non-modified ecosystems.10

The second kind of risk involves the reloca-
tion of transferred genes to the crop’s parent
plant. This could happen when the genetically
modified variety is planted near related vegeta-
tion growing wild; this could give rise to new
weeds and/or alter the gene pool of the prede-
cessors of a crop. This concern has been voiced
with regard to corn in Mexico, the place where
it originated and where two of its wild relatives
still exist: teocintle and tripsacum.11 A similar case
is that of the potato in Peru.

A risk derived from this is the possibility that
the gene added to the modified organism could
be part of a virus. In that case, new vi ru ses could be
created that would cause unknown diseases.12
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Field tests of engineered crops, carried out
under controlled conditions to prevent the flow
of pollen from the plants to their surroundings,
do not necessarily imply that their biosecurity is
satisfactory on a commercial level. The ecologi-
cal risks of these new crops depend on random
events caused by the interaction of the modified
plants with a specific environment. The absence
of such events under controlled conditions in
field tests does not mean that they could not
arise in normal use.

Other studies conclude that biotechnology
in general and genetic engineering in particu-
lar can also have a positive effect on the envi-
ronment, helping to maintain genetic diversity
through con serving germoplasm in different
ways, using biodiversity to increase efficiency
in improvement techniques and reducing the
use of pesticides by increasing resistance to
blight.13

However, the fact that a tolerance to herbi-
cides is the first characteristic of genetic modifi-
cation speaks to the fact that genetic engineer-
ing’s contribution to improving the environment
is not the main concern of biotechnological mul -
tinational corporations. These new plants resist
greater quantities of herbicides —often produced
by the same firms— such as Roundup, made by
Monsanto (whose patent ran out in 2000), which
also produces many genetically modified organ-
isms resistent to it.

The engineered crops resistent to herbi-
cides are by far the largest group. In Argentina,
Brazil and Uruguay, 60 percent of the field
tests centered on this resistance, particularly a
tolerance for two: Monsanto’s glyphosate (the
base compound of its famous Roundup herbi-
cide) and AgrEvo’s gluphosinate. Although the
companies’ argument is that the genetically
mo dified plant’s resistance to these compounds
will mean using less of them, thus improving
the environment, Monsanto is in creasing its
production capacity for glyphosate in Argen tina
and Brazil by U.S.$135 million and U.S.$410
respectively. This increase in herbicide sales is
due to the growing cultivation of Roundup Ready

soy beans, particularly in Argen tina, where its
commercialization has already been authorized
and cultivation has expanded spectacularly: in
1998, two million hectares were planted with
it, half of all the country’s cultivated land.14

In 1999, of all the land planted with engi-
neered crops, the herbicide resistent ones ac -
counted for the majority (71 percent). The
second place was occupied by those resistent
to insects (22 percent) and third place, those
resistent to both (7 percent). The two latter
categories which include resistance to insects
are called biopesticides.

Making use of the benefits these crops offer
and minimizing their risks require a change in
agricultural practices, including implementing
programs that would stave off insects’ develop-
ing a resistance to the toxins the plant is now pro -
ducing. These programs are called resistance
management. In addition, the strategies proposed
must be monitored to see if they actually work
and to remain alert to possible unexpected effects
arising from the interaction of the genetically
modified crops with the environment and their
cultural and productive surroundings.

This implies the capacity to manage engi-
neered crops. In a country with the enormous
contrasts of Mexico, where highly technically
advanced producers work side by side with sub -
sistence farmers, the requirements that these
crops pose may shunt to the side produ cers
with less training and access to technical assis-
tance. In addition, the lack of appropriate gov-
ernmental supervision may not only put the
usefulness of the technology at risk, but also
make some of its potential negative effects a
reality.
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F
ew would deny that one of the
most pervasive elements of
Mexican society is the Catholic

Church. In fact, in the 300 years be -
tween the conquest and the Mex ican
Revolution, church and state were vir-
tually one and the same. As the church
spread throughout Mexico, it became
difficult to encounter a Mex ican who
did not call himself/herself “Catholic.”
Witnessing the thousands of pilgrims
who come to the Shrine of Our Lady
of Guadalupe each day, it seems ap -

parent that the church, even today,
remains the greatest unifying compo-
nent in Mexico.

If the church has occupied such a
prominent place in the social makeup
of Mexico, why did it find itself aban-
doned by the Revolution? Every revo-
lutionary leader from Madero to Calles
saw little use for the Catholic Church
despite its obvious characteristic of
providing social stability. This study, by
examining revolutionary attitudes con-
cerning the church, will show that after
the first decade of the Mexican Rev -
olution it was not the government but
the church that actually adopted a rev-

olutionary character in an attempt to
retain its powerful hold over Mexican
society.

A NINETEENTH-CENTURY

INTRODUCTION

Before examining the role of the church
in the Revolution, it is necessary to
consider Mexico’s leanings toward lib-
eralism in the nineteenth century.
Although church and state were one
in the colonial era, attitudes began to
change with the French Enlighten ment.
The writings of Vol taire and Rousseau
stimulated the minds of a generation
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of young aristocrats causing them not
only to take up arms against the Spanish
crown, but also the church that sup-
ported the crown. Thus, with Inde pen -
dence in 1824, the beginnings of anti-
clericalism took hold.

As liberalism grew in the mid-nine-
teenth century its followers be came
increasingly secularly minded. Robert
Quirk points out that while the church,
with its then-me dieval outlook, saw
the ultimate solution to the social pro -
blems in terms of the assurance of eter -
nal salvation and happiness, the liberals
viewed the matter of eternal salvation
as an unfathomable mystery that had
no practical bearing on the present.1

In fact, like their European counter-
parts, the Mexican liberals were opti-
mistic about the future of mankind.Man,
according to them, was perfec tible in
this life if he followed his own reason
and rejected the superstition of the
past.

While the liberals did not control the
government of Mexico, their influence
was formidable. In the 1857 Cons ti   -
tu tion, the moderate-controlled Con -
gress placed the first formal limitations
on the power of the church. As John
Rutherford points out however, the
church was defeated and removed
from political power only on paper.2 It
was not until the Reform Laws of 1859
that church and state became physical-
ly separated. Under the liberal presi-
dent, Be nito Juárez, the groundwork for
the conflict between church and state
during the Revo lution was laid.

Displaying striking similarities to
the Revolution, the Reform had a de -
layed impact on the popular classes of
Mexico. Jean Meyer argues that the
Reform Laws of 1859 pitted an unsta-
ble state against a stable church firmly
grounded in continuous tradition. The

people of Mexico, uninvolved in events
in Mexico City, the international wars
and American in vasion, beca me aware
of and violently reacted to the Reform
Laws only when the sacred aspects of
daily life such as charitable activities
be came secularized.3 Therefore, as
church lands and responsibilities in -
creasingly became secularized under a
liberal anticlerical administration, the
people of Mexico adopted a clerical
outlook.

Meyer calls the changes by the Mex -
ican government in the 1850s and

early 1860s a Kulturkampf.4 In other
words, Mexico was breaking out of its
colonial church-dominated co coon into
the modern world. Like the situation
in the Vendée during the French Rev -
olution however, the devout Catholics
had to be forced into compliance. There
are countless episodes of barbarism on
the part of the government and mar-
tyrdom on the part of Catholics. The
account of General Socorro Reyes
provides an excellent example of the
latter. 

He was a straightforward and honorable

man. In all his public declarations he

was frank and truthful, and when asked

who had encouraged him to take part in

the revolution, he said, “my conscience

commanded me.” On being taken to the

place of execution, he asked permission

to say a few words, but this request was

denied. However, he asked forgiveness

for any offenses that his soldiers might

have committed.5

Obviously, the Mexican people pre-
ferred the side of the Cristeros, or the
Catholic fighters to the seemingly bar-
barous government. Because of wide-
spread public support the fighting took
on characteristics of guerrilla warfare
where neither side was able to gain the
upper hand.

It is out of this turmoil that the
young Porfirio Díaz saw an opportuni-
ty for peace through conciliation.
Although Díaz fought for the govern-
ment he recognized that 

There are no...uprisings of the people

except when attempts are made to

under mine their most deeply held tra-

ditions and to diminish their legitimate

liberty of conscience. Perse cution of

the Church...means war, and such a

war that the Government can only win

is against its own people, through the

humiliating, despotic, costly and dan-

gerous support of the United States.

Without its religion, Mexico is irretriev-

ably lost.6

Mexico and its church operated
under this simple philosophy for 35
years. Neither the 1857 Constitution
nor the Reform Laws were repealed
but the government chose to ignore
most of the restrictions placed on the
church. The battle between church
and state had been rehearsed and post -
poned only to re-erupt in the 1920s
when the anticlerical legislation ex -
pressed in the 1857 Consti tu tion and
embodied in the 1917 Consti tution was
enforced. 

The Reform 
Laws of 1859 pitted 

an unstable state against a 
stable church, firmly 

grounded in 
continuous 
tradition.
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THE CHURCH

ON THE EVE OF REVOLUTION

The policy of conciliation represented
a modus vivendi for both the liberal po l -
iticians and the church. Díaz had sat-
isfied the liberals by retaining the anti-
clerical laws of the 1857 Cons titution.
The fact that these laws were not
enforced seemed a moot point. The
church, while aware of its precarious
position, began a course of reform that
included internal reform, administrative
reorganization, impro ved training of the
clergy and an increase in their number,
the mobilization of the laity, the ex -
pansion of the Catholic press and of
Catholic education and the re newal
of the strength of the church in rural
areas.

The church even began to address
the social problems within Mexico.
De prived of their privileged legal sta-
tus, the church looked to the masses
for support. With the publication of
the Rerum Novarum, the church had
an open invitation to foster support by
ad dressing the problems of the Mex -
 ican workers.7 The letter from the
Bishop of Querétaro to a wealthy gov-
ernment official clearly demonstrates
the church’s attempt to remedy social
problems.

The worker, in return for this terribly

exhausting labour, receives between 18

and 25 centavos a day, which is paid

partly in seeds and partly in cash, and

even with these low wages, there are

some landowners who find ingenious

ways of reducing them further.... We

understand Socialism.... You rich men,

there is no other way open: either you

must open your hearts to charity and

reduce the hours of work and increase

wages, or you are accumulating hatred

and resentment...and your riches and

you yourselves will be buried.8

The traditional role of the church in
terms of good works was being replaced
by a role of increased social action. With
the loss of Díaz, the church, under the
leadership of the archbishop of Mex -
ico City, formed its own political party
to stand up against the threat posed by
those liberals who sought to enforce the
anticlerical laws passed 50 years earlier.

Clearly the church had its own pro-
gram to remedy the social ills of Mex -

ico. Unfortunately, however, its legal
standing prevented any direct action.
When the Revolution broke out in
1910, the church was forced to sacri-
fice its social programs and concen-
trate on it own survival.

REVOLUTIONARIES AND THEIR

ATTITUDE TOWARD THE CHURCH

Madero’s entry into Mexico City in
1911 did not signal the end of the
Catholic Church in Mexico. Ac cording
to Ramón Eduardo Ruiz, Madero did
not carry the banner of a revolutionary
but, instead, sought to cleanse the Mex -
 ican government of its corrupt auto-
cratic rule by the president and state
governors.9 The church, therefore,

gave Madero cautious support. The
1857 Constitution could be enforced
against the church at any time and the
Catholic leadership sought to contin-
ue the policy of conciliation initiated
by Díaz.

Madero’s idealistic stance soon con -
vinced Catholics that conciliation would
fail. As stated in his Presi dential Suc -
cession, Madero felt that the 1857 Con -
s titution contained the essential ingre-
dients for an effective state. Díaz had
ignored its principles and the natural
remedy, according to Madero, was mere-
ly its implementation. In addition, Ma -
dero believed that the cardinal remedy
for the ills of society was education.
Since the church still provided the
majority of education in Mexico and
abhorred the 1857 Constitution, its
reaction was not surprising. A letter to
the U.S. State Department sums it up
well.

The Catholic support, which had been

one of Madero’s chief assets, and has

materially strengthened his candidacy,

would be withdrawn within the next

few days on account of Mr. Madero’s

policies.10

Although Madero believed in the
1857 Constitution and its liberal ideol-
ogy, he blindly refused to acknowledge
the church’s strong unifying influence.
When the Catholic party withdrew its
support, Madero lost 40 percent of his
strength.11

When Huerta seized power and had
Madero killed, official Catholic reaction
appeared conciliatory. In fact La Nación,
the official organ of the Catholic party,
referred to him as “don Victoriano” and
opposed further revolutionary activity.
According to the paper, the road to
true peace was through the religion of

Zapata’s ideas 
for land distribution 

seem similar to the church’s
desire to improve the plight 

of Mexican workers.
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Christ, not rebellion.12 To the church,
Huerta represented the restoration of
order.  In the eyes of the revolutionar-
ies, however, the church had commit-
ted the unpardonable sin of being
identified with military reaction, ter-
rorism and debauchery. 

While the church gave support to
Huerta, Emiliano Zapata, Francisco Vi -
lla and Venustiano Carranza were una -
nimous in their opposition to the
“usurper.” Their common condemna-
tion of Huerta, however, was the only
thing that united these men. Zapata
was an uneducated rebel of lower-
class origin. Ruiz calls him

A complex man of simple revolutionary

faith... [who] never captured the imagi-

nation or loyalty of the man on the

street. He was always a provincial fig-

ure.... only Zapata truly made the plight

of the rural poor his special passion.13

Zapata’s ideas for land distribution,
described in his Ayala Plan, seem to be
similar to the Church’s desire to im prove
the plight of the Mexican worker as
described by the bishop of Que rétaro.
As Quirk points out, however, Zapata’s

plan had no ideological content. Zapata
was naive and pa rochial. In fact, while
he controlled Morelos from 1911-1919
the state had no government, no admi n -
istration, and no schools.14

Concerning the church, Zapata’s
stance seemed ambiguous. He is de -
s cribed as a conservative Catholic who
wanted no quarrel with religion or the
church. At the same time he could
shoot a priest without hesitation.15 In
the eyes of the church, Za pata was an
anarchist who represented the excess-
es of the Revolution. Beyond his pro-
gram of land distribution, Zapata had
no agenda. There fore, he was neither
supported by nor an ardent supporter
of the church.

Unlike Zapata’s take-it-or-leave-it
attitude concerning the church, Villa
was a staunch clerophobe. He once told
an American reporter that he believed
in God, but not in religion.16 After his
break with Carranza, however, Villa
reversed his attitude and became a
defender of the church. In a letter to
Carranza he writes:

I accuse you of destroying freedom of

conscience by persecuting the Church,

and of having permitted governments to

prohibit religious worship and even to

impose fines for activities that are defi-

nitely allowed by law, and of having

grossly outraged the religious sentiments

of the people.17

This devotion to Catholicism, how-
ever, appears suspect. Quirk recounts
a story of how Villa treated several
priests on his trek toward Mexico City.
Trying to learn where the priests had
hidden their money, one of Villa’s men,
Fierro, locked the priests in one room
and interrogated them in another. In
the interrogation room with the other
priests listening

Fierro ordered the priest to reveal where

the Jesuits kept their buried treasures.

The priest insisted that they had no trea-

sures.... Fierro repeated his question. The

priest was silent. Fierro fired his pistol....

As death loomed large in their [the priests

in the adjoining room] hearts they prayed

for the departed soul.... One after another

they were led from the room, and the suc -

 cession of noises was repeated. As the last

priest was dragged into the adjoining room,

he found all the priests, not dead, as he

expected, but huddled silently together.18

Villa, while often using these scare-
tactics, never personally engaged in
religious persecution and even inter-
vened to save several priests from the
firing squad. 

The leader most associated with per-
secution of the church was Ca rranza.
Leading the fight against Huerta, he
and the Constitutionalists concluded
that the 1857 Consti tu tion had legally
decided the church-state issue. His only
responsibility was to insure that those
principles of separation and subordina-
tion were carried out. 

The Mexican people preferred the side of the Cristeros to the seemingly barbarous government.
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Meyer states that the Carrancistas
believed that the priests had turned the
people against them by their own pro-
paganda, and that all enemies were in
the pay of bishops.19 He abhorred the
accumulation of wealth he saw in the
church. His plan for saving Mexico not
only involved returning to a constitu-
tional order, but also supporting a more
equitable distribution of wealth.20 In -
famous for its cruelty, Carranza’s army
was feared by both supporters and non-
supporters of the church.

The strong opposition found by the

Cons  titutionalists in some cities under

the form of social armed defenses was

not a sign of sympathy toward Huerta,

but it was occasioned by a kind of hor-

ror toward the revolutionary soldiers,

whom the Catholic clergy made appear

bandits who intended to take posses-

sion of towns and villages in order to

rob, loot, violate and murder.21

Of the three main sources of oppo-
sition to Huerta, Carranza was the most
anticlerical. When he deposed Huerta
and assumed power in 1917, the  church
was to pay dearly.

THE CONSTITUTION OF 1917

The victory of Carranza in 1913 sig-
naled the death knell for the indepen-
dent church in Mexico. The church’s
support of the counter-revolutionary
Huerta and Carranza’s personal atti-
tudes regarding religion would greatly
influence the Constitutional Con gress,
which met in Querétaro in late 1916.
The chairman of the Consti tutional
Com mittee, Francisco J. Mújica, not
only represented the liberalism of the
nineteenth century, but also encour-

aged a radical change in the social fab-
ric of Mexico. Speaking to the Congress
his attitude was clear:

I am a foe of the clergy, because I con-

sider it the most disgraceful and perverse

enemy of our people. What has the cler-

gy given...our nation? The most absurd

ideas, the greatest contempt for our

democratic institutions, the most unre-

lenting hatred for the very principles of

equity, equality, and fraternity taught by

the first democrat, Jesus Christ.... What

sort of morality, gentlemen, will the cler-

gy teach our children? We have seen it

—the greatest corruption...22

The resulting document was more
repressive and restricting to the church
than the 1857 Constitution.

Although the new Constitution guar-
anteed the freedom of religious beliefs,
it placed severe restrictions on religious
practice. Article 24 stated that every
religious act of public worship must be
performed inside churches, which were
under governmental supervision.23 The
most devastating for the church, how-
ever, was Article 130. Under its provi-

sions every aspect of religion in Mexico
was subjugated to the supervision of
the state. No longer could priests hear
confession or legally perform a marriage
ceremony. Not only were state legisla-
tures made responsible for deter  mining
the number of priests in a locality, but
priests could not speak or publish any-
thing dealing with national political
matters or “public information.” In ad -
dition, members of religious groups were
banned from political participation and
from owning or inhabiting land without
government consent.24

Church leaders, however, did not
accept the new Constitution passively.
Those clergy who remained in Mexico
and those who had fled the religious
persecution were mobilizing support
in the United States and in Rome to
defend the traditional rights of the
church. In addition, as Meyer points
out, Mexican anticlericalism, though
the work of a minority, was that of a
minority in power.25 Most Mexicans
were Catholics who had no desire to
see their religious rituals changed. When
the ruling anticlerical minority sought
to impose their liberal ideology on the

The 1917 Constitution placed severe restrictions on religious practices in Mexico.
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Catholic majority a clash was inevi table.
In fact, the Catholic response was,
arguably, one of the only instances of a
true revolutionary character in the Mex -
ican Revolution.

THE CATHOLIC “REVOLUTION”

When Carranza seized power in Mex -
ico City, the archbishop, José Mora y
del Río, who had supported the dicta-
torship of Huerta fled to the United
States where he led the exiled Catholic
opposition to Carranza and the 1917
Constitution. In a collective letter of
protest to the Mexican people the
exiled leaders stated that they had no
desire to meddle in political matters.
They maintained, however, that they
could not accept a constitution so con-
trary to God’s law. The bishops pledged
to work within the law to change the
existing conditions between the  church
and the Mex ican government. 

Mora y del Río backed up the protest
in a Pastoral Letter to his archdio-
cese. The church was “a perfect soci-
ety, founded by God himself,” he said,
and, because of its origins, was “inde-
pendent of every human power.”26

According to Mora y del Río, no man
had the right to oppose the divine con-
stitution of the church or attack its
rights. From Rome, Benedict XV con-
demned the new Constitution and ex -
pressed his approval of the actions of
the Mexican bishops. “Some of the
articles of the new law,” stated the pon -
tiff, “ignore the sacred rights of the
church, while others openly contradict
them.”27 With the support of Rome,
the Catholic leaders began an aggres-
sive campaign against the government
in Mexico. In fact, the battle became in -
ternational as they attempted to enlist the

support of not only American Catholics,
but also the U.S. government.

Shortly after the Constitution had
been adopted, an assembly of the Amer -
ican Federation of Catholic Societies
in Kansas City adopted a resolution
condemning it.28 In addition, the U.S.
bishops, meeting in Was h ington, drew
up a similar letter of protest. Although
it was not sent to President Wilson
because many believed that he was
too preoccupied with the European
war to concern himself with Mexican
affairs, it did demonstrate growing

concern for the Mexican church by
U.S. Catholics. 

The reasons for concern temporari-
ly subsided, however, as President Ca -
rranza found himself focused on Mex -
ico’s worsening economic situation. He
was, in fact, criticized by the radicals
because he not only ignored the radi-
cal articles of the Consti tution, but he
also wanted to revise Article 3 so that
private or church education could re -
lieve the inadequate and under-fund-
ed public education system.29 While the
Catholic situation may, in appearance,
have temporarily subsided, the opposi-
tion to Mexico’s Constitution did not.
While some, like Mora y del Río, sought
to resurrect the rights of the church
diplomatically, those within Mex ico
began to employ revolutionary tactics.

The church’s constitutional opposi-
tion within Mexico came from a very
unlikely candidate. Francisco Orozco y
Jiménez, the archbishop of Guada la -
jara, was described as a proud aristo-
crat. Although he used his funds for
religious and public improvements, one
of his fellow priests called him “a great
prelate-politician in the court of a me -
dieval monarch.”30 Quirk, in fact, calls
his attitude toward the lower classes
kindly, but condescending.31 Despite
his attitudes and up bringing, he was a
tireless defender of the rights of the
church. While other priests fled Mexi co
to gather support abroad, Orozco y Jimé -
nez remained in Jalisco building sup-
port for the church and calling on the
faithful to denounce the Constitution.

Now is the time to revive within our-

selves the true Catholic spirit, to elimi-

nate all compromise with modern errors,

which are condemned by the Church,

and to separate the chaff from the wheat.

Then the splendor of high Christian

virtue will shine forth; then the enemies

of the Church will recognize and glorify

God and His Christ!32

If revolution can begin from conser-
vative or right-wing elements then
Oroz co y Jiménez must be labeled a
revolutionary. He not only challenged
established authority, but he also
launched a successful campaign of pas -
sive resistance in Jalisco which even-
tually led to his capture and expulsion
from Mexico.

In July 1918 the situation between
church and state came to a head in
Jalisco as the state legislature made it
necessary for priests to register and
obtain permission before holding reli-
gious services.33 This law which placed
the church directly under the control of

Pancho Villa 
never personally 

engaged in religious 
persecution and even 
saved several priests 

from the firing 
squad.
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the state and the offending articles
of the 1917 Constitution prompted
church leaders to condemn the gov-
ernment’s Jacobin policies.

The Committee has asserted that we

must prevent the distorted interpreta-

tions which are the result of religious

instruction...but this does not go far

enough; it should follow the logic of its

Jacobin premises; it should not be con-

tent...with smashing the images of the

Saints, pulling the rosaries to pieces,

tearing down the Crucifixes, getting rid

of Novenas and suchlike frivolities,

shutting the door against the priests,

and abolishing freedom of association

so that nobody can go to Church to

make contact with the clergy; it should

destroy religious freedom altogether,

and after that, in an orgy of sated intol-

erance, the committee will be able to

promulgate this one article: in the Mex -

ican Republic there will only be guar-

antees for those who think as we do.34

Refusing to abide by the new legis-
lation, the priests in Jalisco decided to
withdraw from all the churches until
the government withdrew its order.
According to Quirk, this movement of
passive resistance proved effective. As
public religious activity ceased, the peo -
ple, robbed of their access to the tra-
ditional sacraments, actively support-
ed the church. Catho lics in Jalisco
or ga nized an economic boycott that
corresponded to the church strike.
From August 1918 through March
1919, churches as well as many busi-
nesses in Jalisco stood empty and
silent. Bowing to economic pressure,
the state legislature rescinded Decree
1927 and priests and laymen ended
their strike. By giving in, however, the
state government had sent a clear

message to church leaders: revolu-
tionary laws could be modified.

In 1920, after the death of Ca rran -
za, Alvaro Obregón became president
of Mexico. As Quirk points out, Obre -
gón’s presidency began a new radical
phase of reform.35 Unlike his prede-
cessors who embraced nineteenth-cen-
tury liberal political views, Obregón
con centrated on social and economic
reform. In an address to the archbish-
ops and bishops in 1923 he said, “The
present social program of the Gov ern -
ment is essentially Chris tian, and it is

complementary to the fundamental
program of the Catholic Church.”36

Although it appears that he tried to
make peace with the church, Obregón
was merely using the  church’s system
of education until the public system
could be established and funded. When
questioned about the legality of his
position, Obregón replied

Yes, it is illegal, and we are not una -

ware of the menace of these Catholic

schools, whose aim is to inculcate anti -

government and antirevolutionary pro-

paganda. But at the present there is

not money enough, nor facilities for

the government to teach all Mexican

children. It is preferable that they re -

ceive any instruction, rather than grow

up illiterate.37

Like Díaz and Carranza, Obregón
was granting the church its traditional
rights and privileges in spite of the le -
gality of such measures. The most strik-
ing constitutional violation was Obregón’s
consent for a public ceremony to erect
a monument to Christ the King near
León, the geographic center of Mexico.
When the ceremony took place in
1923 thousands of Catholics attended
to, in the words of Quirk, recognize
Christ as supreme Sovereign and King.38

The symbolism of this apparent counter-
revolutionary religious ceremony stands
in stark contrast to the revolutionary
aims of the government.

If, as it has been proposed, men like
Carranza and Obregón are true revolu-
tionaries, why did they permit the tra-
ditional church customs, which are
termed counter-revolutionary, to con-
tinue? Counter-revolution in any form
or for any reason is always the enemy
of the revolutionary. The government’s
revolving door of prohibition and toler-
ance would eventually cause a role
reversal where the church would lead
a revolution from the right and the
leftist reformers would have no choice
but to yield. 

THE CRISTERO REVOLT

As the government violated its own
constitution in order to stabilize the
si tuation in Mexico, the church re -
grouped and prepared for a showdown.
Although not ready for a conflict with
the state, by 1926 the church gave the
appearance of an unassailable fortress
of unalterable and irrefutable truth.
When Obregón stepped down, howev-
er, he handed the presidency to Plu -
tarco Elías Calles, a revolutionary gen-
eral and obstinate enemy of the church.

Archbishop Mora 
y del Río proclaimed 

Article 130 and the entire
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The Obregonian period of conciliation
had given way to a period of strict
adherence to the revolutionary laws.

In late 1925 many state legislatures
began the implementation of the anti-
clerical Article 130. Immediately, Arch -
bishop Mora y del Río re-proclaimed
the article and the entire Constitution
contrary to liberty and religious teach-
ings. Calles seized this opportunity to
attack the church on two fronts. First,
Mora y del Río was brought to trial for
his remarks, and second, the president
would immediately implement not
only Article 130 but also Article 3
which prohibited schools operated by
the church. Calles’ actions proved to be
the breaking point for the church.
Church officials decided that begin-
ning August 1, no religious ceremonies
or services of any kind would be con-
ducted in the churches of Mexico until
the anticlerical laws had been amend-
ed. The church was on strike. 

Calles, however, did not count on the
church re ceiving popular support. Ac -
cording to Meyer, the people were not
always sure why the churches were
closing. What they did understand was
that they would be denied access to the
traditional sacraments of the church,
the most unifying aspect of popular Mex -
ican culture. As a result, the strike took
on a crusading spirit against the gov-
ernment.

Better to die than deny Christ the King,

without fearing martyrdom or death, in

whatever form it might come! Sons, do

not be cowards! Rise up and defend a

just cause! At the same time, everybody

was repeating in chorus the cries of

“Long Live Christ the King!”39

In addition to the church strike, the
National League, the political arm of

the Catholics, proclaimed an econom-
ic boycott. As Quirk points out, how-
ever, the poor harvest of 1926 and the
general economic problems within Mex -
ico diminished its effectiveness.

Mexican Catholics did receive sup -
port from U.S. Catholics. In a col -
lective pastoral letter, the American
bish ops stressed the virtues of the
Amer ican system of toleration. In ad -
dition, they stated that “all men, Mex -
icans included, are endowed by their
creator with certain unalienable rights,
that among these are Life, Li berty,

and the Pursuit of Hap pi ness.”40 Calls
for American-type religious tolerance
were not end orsed by Mexican bish-
ops. They held fast to a medieval doc-
trine of the primacy of the Catholic
religion in their country. To them it
was a question of restoring traditional
rights. It was the restoration of a reli-
gious system that had operated in Mex -
ico for centuries. They desired a true
revolution.

At the end of 1926 it was apparent
that the economic boycott had failed.
In addition, the Mexican Congress re -
fused to consider the Catholic’s de -
mands. The only choices open to the
church were surrender or revolt. Since
the bishops could not advocate armed
rebellion, the fate of Mexican Catho li -

cism fell into the hands of laymen,
especially the National League. As the
church hierarchy faded into the back-
ground, the movement against the
government took on a more recogniz-
ably rev  olutionary appearance. They
embraced the banner of Christ and
the battle cry “Viva Cristo Rey” (Long
Live Christ the King). Their enemies
dubbed them “Cristeros,” and it is by
this name that the Catholic revolu-
tionaries came to be known.

While the rebels gained small suc-
cesses by blowing up trains, bridges
and stealing mail, the government was
never in serious danger of defeat. The
rebels’ determination was encouraged,
however, when the Vatican refused to
sanction any compromise with the Mex -
ican government. Osser vatore Romano,
the semiofficial voice of the Holy See,
announced that there could be “no ac -
commodation whatever” with the
“unjust” Mexican laws.41 Papal support,
however, did not diminish the deter-
mination of President Calles who im -
plemented Article 130 by presidential
decree in late 1926.

Catholic leaders soon realized that
the only effective means for change lay
outside Mexico. The bishop of Tabas -
co, Pascual Díaz, who had been de -
ported for anti-revolutionary activity in
early 1927 headed up the campaign to
gain foreign support for the Catholic
cause. Díaz viewed the U.S. oil man
William Buckley as a solution to the
crisis. Buckley could not only supply
funds for the Cristeros, but also,
because of the American oil interests
in Mexico, pressure the U.S. govern-
ment to intervene on behalf of the
Catholics. When the National League
refused to allow Buckley to use the
Cristeros, Díaz went to Rome. Unfor -
tunately, the Vatican could not afford
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to provide money for the Catholic cause
in Mexico. The Vati can did issue a state -
ment demanding that Calles “mend
his ways.” As Quirk states, however,
“The Vatican in 1928 lived in a dream
world, believing that the head of a sec-
ular state would still heed the words of
a pope.”42 Calles was not a medieval
monarch concerned with the welfare
of his soul.

Foreign influence, however, was not
doomed. In late 1927, Dwight Mo -
rrow came to Mexico as the new U.S.
ambassador. Although his main con-
cern was the question of U.S. oil hold -
ings in Mexico, he did act as a peace -
maker in the church-state conflict.43

Morrow, who quickly became a trust-
ed friend of Calles, was convin ced
that re solving the religious con tro versy
would improve Mexico’s in terna tional
standing. In fact, he pro posed that
some of the laws might destroy the
identity of the Church in Mexico and
worsen relations with the papacy. By
late 1928 Calles, who was in desper-
ate need of loans from the United
States, weakened his position against
the Church. Although the Constitu -
tion was not changed, he did provide
some assurances.

In the end, Morrow provided a set-
tlement acceptable to both sides. The
despised registration law for priests
was reinterpreted to mean that the
state could not appoint or assign
priests who had not been assigned by
their hierarchical superiors. In addi-
tion, religious instruction could take
place within church confines. Finally,
a general am nesty was agreed on as
was a decision to return confiscated
church residences. In the words of
Quirk, “the strike ended with a modus
vivendi, an agreement to disagree
peacefully.”44

THE SEMANTICS OF THE MOVEMENT

In the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries the Mexican Catholic
Church was considered one of the most
progressive. Obviously, one reason for
this classification is the fact that, for most
of the period, the church took a defen-
sive stand against liberal and radical
anticlerical ideologies. From the stand-
point of the church, the Rev olution of
1910 was not a revolution but merely
an enforcement of laws already in exis-
tence. While Ruiz is correct in labeling

1910 a rebellion, he fails to consider
the reaction of the church in the early
1920s. The church wanted to go back
to a time when it had exercised great
power. It desired a classic “revolution.”At
first the church sought redress through
peaceful methods. When these proved
ineffective, it was forced to adopt rev -
olutionary measures.

In the final analysis, the Catholics,
although labeled counter-revolution-
aries, were the true revolutionaries of
the Mexican Revolution. Not only
did the Cristeros employ violent mea-
sures, but they also sought foreign
sup port and intervention. It was, in
fact, foreign in tervention that resolved
the church-state conflict. In addition,
the church had a clear ideological pro -

gram that included social action and a
system for working with Mexico’s sec-
ular leaders.

The church had effectively asserted
its diminishing power. When the
churches reopened after almost three
years of silence, the Mexican people
flocked into them for days. The bishops
and other church leaders must have
been proud of their accomplishments.
The church had, however, regained only
a fraction of its former power. It re -
mained, in fact, under direct state con-
trol. Despite these limitations, the Mex -
ican church had entered the modern
age. Mexico had experienced an indus-
trial surge in the final years of the nine-
teenth century. The church, with its
medieval outlook, stood as an obstacle
to modernization. Although it fought to
retain its former status, it ultimately
failed to attain its goals.

As in all revolutions, the years after
the Cristero episode marked the begin-
ning of the Thermidor for the Mexican
Revolution. While the Me xican Catho -
lic Church retained a powerful spiritu-
al hold over Mexican society, it lost all
legal power. The location of churches
and governmental buildings in most
Mexican towns and cities provides a
reminder, today, not only of the church’s
lost status, but also its failed revolution.
The words of a Mexican short story pro-
vide a good description.

In the middle of the white dust he ap -

peared, at once, the black point of a

disheveled corpse, sad, persecuted.... He

was blind with anguish, a pale green

mass. On all sides he had been beaten.45

Portrayed in the words of a Mex -
ican novelist, this was the vision of
the Mexican church after the Rev -
olution. Like most intellectuals, José
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Revueltas criticized the Revolution
for its lack of social reform. In his
work, Dios en la tierra (God on Earth),
Revueltas seems to support the church
as the only true revolutionary force.
In the end, however, he characterizes
the church as a transparent liquid that
had the ability to provide life to the
people but ended by betraying them
to the state. Although God, according to
Re vueltas, had been a force in Mex -
ico, the church’s betrayal caused Him
and the Rev olution to pass away with-
out accomplishing anything.
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W
hen this issue of Voices of
Mexico was in the planning
stages, we agreed to include

an article about democracy in the
United States that would encompass
the November election results. No

one ever imagined the hair-raising polit -
ical uncertainty that the United States
would still be experiencing. How can
one of the oldest modern democracies
suffer from this kind of paralysis at the
beginning of the twenty-first century?
Perhaps one of the most interesting

and successful political experiments

of modern times has been the U.S.
democracy. Federalism’s founding fathers
created a normative structure to bal-
ance popular participation with good
government. They appealed to the peo -
ple but distrusted the masses and esta b -
lished filters to avert both anarchy
and tyranny. More than an ideal soci-
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ety, they sought to create laws that
would resolve the problem of order
without falling into either absolute
power or unredeemed populism. This
meant that they did not imagine and
aspire to an ideal society, but that, à la
Hobbes, recognizing individuals’ in -
te rests, passions and selfishness, they
attempted to build not a Leviathan,
but a filigree of checks and balances
that would result in, if not the best of

governments, minimally the least bad
of governments.
One of the great dangers envisaged

by Jay, Hamilton and Madison was
the threat of power in the hands of the
masses, easily manipulated by power-
ful economic groups, that could be -
come either a tyranny of the majority
or anarchy.
Their idea, curiously, was to defend

the minorities; not, obviously, the mi -
no  rities of today, with their own inter-
ests and origins, but the minorities of
large property owners, in contrast to the
majority: the dispossessed masses.
That was why they did not opt for

direct elections and designed a com-
plex electoral system. What is more,
the founding fathers thought that those
who did not pay taxes should not have
the right to vote: to have rights, you had
to also shoulder obligations. And for-
get about Afro-Amer icans, women
and young people, all totally excluded

from the whole process. Never the less,
if we compare U.S. democracy with
that of other countries of the time, in
1776, we can indeed see just how in -
novative its great political experiment
was.
Today, Afro-Americans, women and

young people can vote. However, the
U.S. continues to have indirect elec-
tions: through this system, the winner
of the popular vote —even if only by

one vote in a state— takes all the
electoral votes for that state. The only
exceptions are Maine and Ne braska,
which gives a certain number of elec-
tors to the winner and the rest to
the loser. This electoral system has
worked well except on four occasions
in the nineteenth century. However,
some surveys have shown that, fol-
lowing the post-November-7 contro-
versies, more than 65 percent of the
population thinks the electoral sys-
tem should be changed. This will
probably not happen, however, main-
ly because such a change would re -
quire a two-thirds vote in both the
House of Representatives and the Se n -
ate and approval by a majority of state
Congresses. 
Support for such a reform would

be difficult to gather mainly because
the small states would almost certain-
ly come out against it. If elections for
the presidency were direct, consider-

ing only the popular vote, campaigns
would ignore small states and put all
their efforts into those where the
majority of the population resides. If
we look at the two main campaign
strategies in the recent elections, we
can see how Albert Gore concentrat-
ed almost exclusively on the large
states, while George W. Bush designed
a strategy that also tried to win the
small ones. There is really very little
incentive, then, for small states to
change the current electoral system,
which gives them great importance in
their cherished federal system.
The 2000 election is undoubtedly a

watershed in U.S. political life and its
effects are still not completely clear,
its rhythms and undesired conse quen -
 ces still not completely tangible. This
poses several questions.
The first question that I would like

to ask is why we are not celebrating a
landslide victory for Democratic can-
didate Al Gore, as the positive econo -
mic indicators over the last few years
would have led us to believe likely.
The economy grew by 4.5 percent
and unemployment dropped to one of
its historic lows, 3 percent. The econ-
omy grew constantly in the eight years
of Democratic President William Clin -
ton’s administration, a record with-
out precedent in the last century. In
my opinion, Al Gore was unable to
reap the rewards of those successful
Clin ton years because his campaign
strategy included the need to also dis-
tance himself from the outgoing pres-
ident with regard to moral questions.
He did not want to base his campaign
on Clinton’s victories, perhaps be cause
of his own personal relationship or his
own personality. Unfortunately for
the Democratic Party, he managed to
distance himself not only from the
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Clinton presidency’s morals, but also
from its achievements.
When he picked Joe Lieberman, a

Democratic senator who had attacked
Clinton during the impeachment
process, to share the ticket, the vice
president separated himself from the
moral criticisms of the president dur-
ing the Lewinsky case. Gore’s cam-
paign speeches did not, however,
clearly recognize Clinton’s successes,
which, despite the moral problems,
still give him among the highest job-
approval levels for any president in
the last year of his term.
Albert Gore seemed to be the per-

fect candidate. On the plus side, he
was part of an administration that had
scored undisputed victories in the
economy, and he personally seemed

morally beyond reproach. Today we
should be watching his landslide vic-
tory, but as things stand, no matter
which of the two candidates is pro-
claimed the winner, he will not have a
clear, decisive mandate.1

As things stand now, if George W.
Bush confirms his narrow victory in
Florida, he will have sewn up the
ma  jor ity of the Electoral College.
How ever, Gore will have won the ma -
jority of the popular vote. The differ-
ence at the time of this writing was
only 537 votes, which means that if
new districts count their votes again,
Gore could take Florida. We must not
forget that this is a fight for the most
important political post in the world.
Therefore, neither candidate will be
willing to step down be cause of mis-

takes in the count, mistakes that usu-
ally go unnoticed but that in this elec-
tion have become crucial because they
make the difference between being
the president of the United States or
not. For that reason, the peculiar situ-
ation in Florida —gov erned, by the
way, by the Republican candidate’s
brother, Jeb Bush— favors Gore when
he argues for the need to do a recount
“for the victory of democracy.”
Whoever wins and takes office

January 20 will, in the best of cases,
be presiding over a divided government
and, even worse, a society in conflict
electorally. Even though the Repu bli -
cans have a majority in the House, it
is only by 8 or 9 seats. So, even with
a Republican president, Re  publican
representatives will hike up the cost
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of their votes since it would take only
a handful of them to upset or even
block the executive’s work by throw-
ing their support to the Democrats.
The Senate will probably be even,
with 50 Democrats and 50 Repu bli -
cans, if the last seat in dispute goes to
the Democrats. Under these circum-
stances, clearly the fu ture president
will have difficulties in governing.

Let us imagine the scenario if
Bush is the winner. There is a danger
that the most conservative groups
—knowing that they have the presi-
dency, a Republican Congress and the
possibility of naming four Su preme
Court justices— could try to domi-
nate the three branches of govern-
ment. The Christian Coalition could
impose an agenda on its Republican
president to carry out the longed-for
“conservative revolution” that Newt
Gingrich talks so much about. What
would be almost impossible for a pre s -
ident with a Congress so evenly divid-
ed between the two parties would be
to try to make any profound, polemi-
cal reforms. George Bush, despite
con trolling the majority of the three
branches of government, would not
have a mandate and real, total control.
In the other scenario, with a victo-

ry for Al Gore, the obstacles a Demo -
cratic president would face are clear,

with a Congress divided almost down
the middle between the two parties
with a slight advantage for the Re -
publicans. We would be talking about
a constant threat of gridlock and pa -
ralysis of the administration.
Clearly, neither of the two candi -

da tes could carry out the major changes
they promised and, curiously, they
would have a very similar agenda. Who -

ever finally sits in the Oval Office will
have to deal with the challenges of
education, the problems of social
security and access to health services
and medicine for senior citizens. What
is more, a weak president would be
more tempted to resort to confronta-
tion and war in his foreign policy
since the U.S. public always supports
presidents more in times of crisis
overseas.
I should also point out the role that

both parties’ centrist groups will play
in Congress, given that they will have
to build the bridges needed for the
government not to become paralyzed.
This means that, regardless of who

is president when this issue of the
magazine goes into circulation, the win -
ner will have little room for manoeu-
ver. What should be a concern for us,
given that, is that he will also have lit-
tle room for manoeuver in matters of
foreign policy, where the leadership

of the chief executive is fundamental.
Also, the effects that political uncer-
tainty may have on the U.S. economy
and that of the world as a whole are
considerable.
During the campaign, both candi-

dates resorted to what seemed the best
salesmanship in the political market.
Both presented themselves so much
at the center of the spectrum that it
was practically impossible to tell
them apart. They were ex tremely cau-
tious about the key questions: for
example, Bush on abortion or Gore on
gun control. We can say that the elec-
torate lost its place and was unable to
tell the difference between the com-
passionate conservative and the new
Democrat on the different issues. That
confusion was reflected in the out-
come. If we look at the voting results,
Bush chalked up points from the hard
Democratic vote and Gore from the
Republicans. According to the first
analyses, the undecided voted for both
candidates in equal numbers.
The candidates’ differences, although

on fine points, were not as insignifi-
cant as the campaigns would seem to
indicate. In the Florida conflict the
Democrats demanded counts and re -
counts of the votes until the voters’
real intentions were clear; while the
Republicans thought the rules should
not be changed in the middle of the
process, because it seemed to them a
threat to U.S. democracy and the rule
of law.
For Americans, federalism is a fun-

damental part of their political sys-
tem. For that reason, it is no small
matter for federal bodies to intervene
in local matters. Nevertheless, today’s
circumstances might lead to an inter-
vention in which the final decision
about the elections could even be
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made by the Supreme Court and the
federal Congress —U.S. legislation
and political traditions both make it a
possibility— when they make use of
their attributions to ratify or rectify
the vote in the Electoral College. The
Supreme Court, in fact, has already
announced its intervention by agree-
ing to hear the suit brought by the
Republicans against the new vote re -
counts in Florida and the Democrats’
suit against the decision to certify the
vote in Florida and the assignation of
its 25 members of the Electoral Col -
lege to George W. Bush, giving him
271 votes, versus the Democrats’ 267,
the closest vote in history. The checks
and balances between federal and state
powers must respect each body’s juris-
diction to a maximum. Each state has
its own electoral laws and designs its
own ballots.
It is highly probable that this elec-

tion will stimulate an interesting dis-
cussion among academics and politi-
cians alike about the U.S. electoral
system. But in the end, the most like-
ly outcome is that it will remain the
same. Nevertheless, U.S. citizens
should remember —just as we know
very well in Mexico— that democra-
cies are expensive, and similar feder-
al procedures and rules are needed to
ensure greater certainty about elec-
tion results.
The most delicate question at this

crucial moment was that no one
could clearly see the outcome. And
the proof is the interminable series of
suits and appeals that have compli-
cated matters more and more, leading
everyone into an unpredictable legal
labyrinth.
Undoubtedly, the 2000 electoral

process has been a major learning
experience for U.S. citizens, many of

whom did not vote at all because they
either thought things were fundamen -
tally all right or that their vote would
not make a difference. In 1996, only
49 percent of the electorate voted,
and in 2000,  just 50 percent did, also
a low turn-out. More than 65 percent
of those who did not vote this year,
later said they were sorry when they
realized that their votes really did

make a difference. The important les-
son here is that the degree to which
citizens participate, even in the most
consolidated of democracies, is the
factor that decides the political future
of nations.
Given everything we have consid-

ered, we can again ask ourselves the
question: Is U.S. democracy in a fun-
damental crisis, a crisis so severe that
its very existence is threatened?
For there to be a constitutional cri-

sis, one of the branches of govern-
ment would have to not follow the
orders that another branch rightfully
gave it, or the members of the Elec -
toral College would have to not take
a vote. None of that was out of the
realm of possibility, even though it did
not happen.
The United States is going through

a critical moment, but, as I have already
said, this experience will serve as part
of a general revaluing of its democracy

and electoral system. Other countries
would probably have been the scene of
major unrest if they had had elections
that close. In the United States, in gen-
eral, people resorted to the right mech-
anisms to try to deal with the situation.
Its democratic struc ture was effective
enough to resolve an extremely diffi-
cult situation and the loser will finally
accept defeat. Never theless, this does

not mean there have been no costs. I
will just mention three: first, the insti-
tutions them selves were brought into
question by accusations of partisan
dealings; second —and this is more
sensitive— the legitimacy of the presi-
dency has been questioned since, what -
ever the result, presidential power will
be objected to by a large part of the
population; third, some people have
talked about usurpation of functions
in different bodies of the complex struc -
ture of checks and balances in U.S.
democracy.

NOTES

1 At the close of this edition, the Supreme
Court had voted to stop the recounts and Al
Gore had recognized George W. Bush as pres-
ident-elect. [Editor’s Note.]
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I
f anyone had dared to predict the
circus that the U.S. presidential
elections would become, he or she

would surely have been branded naive,
deluded or just plain ill willed.
Not even a hack author of best sell-

ers could have thought up a plot like
this one: in the world’s most advanced
democracy, no one knows who won
the presidential elections.1Most believe
that the popular vote favors the Demo -
cratic candidate. The majority of votes
in the Electoral College may well go to

the Rep ubli can hopeful. The pivotal
state, Flo rida, is governed by the broth-
er of one of the candidates, and a badly
designed ballot has caused 19,000 votes
to be invalidated while another 3,000
people —most of them Jewish— voted
by mistake for a candidate known for his
anti-Semitic views whom they abhorred.
The official who approved the confus-
ing ballot design, which could mean
Gore’s defeat, is a member of his own
party. The first recount came up with
different numbers than the original
count, but many are now alleging that
if there were a manual recount, that
result would also be different. The

absentee ballots took forever to arrive
and when they finally did, they were not
all counted. Both candidates’ lawyers
have rushed into battle in Florida, and
the Repu blicans threaten to demand
recounts in Iowa and Wisconsin if Gore
does not accept defeat. Meanwhile,
with no prompting from anyone, New
Mexico has declared that its vote
counts may be wrong due to computer
errors.
The validity of the election is in

doubt; three weeks after election day,
no one knows who the next president
will be. The whole world is laughing at
the United States.

An Illegitimate Election 
In the Perfect Democracy

Gabriel Guerra Castellanos*

* Political analyst and television commen -
tator. (gabriel_guerra@compuserve.com)
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Days and weeks are going by and what
seemed a simple counting problem with
a quick solution is becoming more and
more complicated. Incre dible, isn’t it?
And if the novel continued, revealing
that on that same election day, the wife
of the outgoing pre sident was elected to
the Senate —as was a dead governor—
we would all think it was a work of sci-
ence fiction —and a bad one at that.
And this science fiction novel would-

n’t end there. The spectacle unfolding
in the United States is truly impres-
sive, not only because of the comedy
of errors —that would be funny if it

weren’t taking place in the world’s most
powerful country— but also because of
what it has shown us about the fragili-
ty of the U.S. institutional structure.
So, this political fiction has given

birth to something truly worrying. In
the world’s most technologically, eco-
nomically and —we thought— politi-
cally advanced country, nobody knows
what to do about a close election. This
is not just a problem of the dysfunc-
tional electoral college system, which
has shown itself to be a total anachro-
nism, but something much more seri-
ous. In the perfect democracy, there is
no mechanism for the agile, effective,
unquestionable resolution of disputes.
Let’s look at things one by one. First

of all, we have the baroque, muddled
electoral system, which not only makes
it possible for the candidate who receives
fewer votes to come out the winner in

the presidential election, but also ex -
hibits severe organizational deficien-
cies before, during and after the elec-
tions. Let’s start from the beginning.
Every four years, the United States

makes preparations for its party well in
advance. The presidential hopefuls pre -
pare politically, emotionally and, above
all, financially for their party primaries.
Months beforehand, they flutter around
the states of Iowa and New Hamp -
shire, the sites of the first primaries,
which, given such a short time for com -
petition, can be critical. At the same
time that they hold town meetings, the

hopefuls do fund raising, gathering the
ammunition they need for the first
battle, the battle of campaign funding,
in which they need to show not only
public presence and popularity, but also
the ability to survive. The U.S. primaries
are really the second test that these
aspiring presidents must pass; the first
is raising enough funding to be compe -
titive, at least during the initial stages.
The most serious and recognized can -

didates begin this task well in advance
and from the start have considerable
funds at their disposal to be able to meet
the needs of the whole process as well
as to intimidate their less fortunate rivals.
The millions needed for their war
chests —which are poured in with no
hope of recovery since they are not yet
considered campaign expenses— auto -
matically exclude many. Money, how-
ever, is no guarantee of success.

U.S. democracy, an example for many,
has its peculiarities, and they are par-
ticularly noticeable in times like these:
from the disproportional weight that
money gives candidates making it pos-
sible for personalities like Ross Perot
or Steve Forbes to become contenders
to be feared, to the role the media plays,
not only because of the scandals they
uncover during campaigns, but also be -
cause of the negative influence of tele-
vision newscasts which increasingly
force candidates to encapsulate their
messages and —at the same time—
allows them to not have to explain them.
The system for campaign financing

in the United States is incredibly com-
plex, brimming with measures to limit
the amount of contributions and at the
same time full of chances to get around
the rules.
Let’s take, for example, “soft money,”

on which there is no limit. These funds
—which cannot be used to support a
candidate, but are allowed for support-
ing specific topics or issues— have to
be donated to the parties, and that is
what campaigns are made of.
Without soft money, the television

battles would not last as long, nor would
they be as intense. The particularly
hard fought contest for the Congress,
given that the Republicans had a ma -
jority of only six seats, also required
substantial funding. Curiously, most
congressmen or women have their
reelection guaranteed: in the last elec-
tion, a full one-fourth of the candi-
dates had no one running against them.
In the 2000 elections, at the most 40
districts were really hotly disputed. And,
of course, that is where the money was
concentrated.
In the limited space available, I do

not intend to go into great detail about
the baroque workings of campaign

70

The spectacle unfolding in the United States 
is truly impressive, not only because of the comedy 

of errors but also because of what it has shown us about 
the fragility of the U.S. institutional structure.



United States Affairs

funding. Suffice it to explain “soft
money” to see how ineffective the bar-
riers are in stopping the river of dollars
that threatens to overflow the system.
The upper limit of contributions for
each donor to a candidate in a federal
election is U.S.$1,000. The idea, both
clear and praiseworthy, is to make sure
that certain do nors cannot try to in -
fluence the candidates unduly. It
sounds good, but in addition to those
U.S.$1,000, the generous donor can
give U.S.$5,000 to a political action com -
mittee which can in turn use it for the
campaign.
Well, some would say, it still is not

very much money. But that is just the
beginning of the story. The limits on
contributions apply only to federal cam -
paigns, so additional money can be sent
along to associations or groups that
promote specific policies and that can
also support certain candidates. Unions,
religious groups and organizations of
all kinds can raise funds and use them
in favor or against a party or a candi-
date. Donors can also, of course, give
money to local campaigns, not covered
by federal limits, so in a given state a
party can receive all the funds needed
to indirectly support its federal candi-
dates. 
That is soft money, so difficult to

control that it has already caused sev-
eral major scandals. In 1996, the con-
troversy around campaign donations
reached a crescendo. It became public
that Asian businessmen had made
donations in the millions to both the
Democrats and the Republicans,
although it was the Democrats who
were in the limelight. That same year
there was a quite a flurry in the media
about invitations to big Democratic Party
donors to have coffee at the White
House and sometimes even stay over -

night. It was common practice, both
then and now —but to be fair, it was
common in other administrations also—
for the president or other high officials
to attend party fund-raisers. 
To get an idea of campaign costs,

we should remember that in 1996, the
bill for the presidential election was
close to U.S.$500 million. On a single
night in January of that year, the
Republicans raised U.S.$16 million at
a Washington dinner. The money, of
course, is not used to buy devotion or
votes, but it does smooth the way.
While the candidate who spends the

most does not always win, it is certain-
ly the case that no candidate can sur-
vive the exhausting round of the pri-
maries if he/she does not have strong
economic backing. There are many exam -
ples of talented, imaginative hopefuls
who have had to withdraw in the first
stages of the process for lack of funds.
So, where does this money go? With

the supposed limits on individual do -
nations, you might think for a moment
that hundreds of thousands, if not mil-
lions, of U.S. citizens participate in the
exercise of democratically financing
campaigns. But that is not the case.
Money comes mainly from large com-
panies, particularly those with some-
thing to win or lose in Washington. Ac -
cording to a CNN report, in 1996, the
financial, insurance and real estate
sector kicked in with U.S.$45 million.
Commu nica tions and electronics came

up with U.S.$21 million, and the to -
bacco in dustry gave U.S.$7 million.
The whole question of money natural-
ly leads us to question the democratic
essence of the system. Just as an
exam ple: a Houston law firm raised
U.S.$185,000 among its lawyers and
partners. From one company to the next,
the democratization of individual dona -
tions is slowly being eroded. But even
beneath the surface, the whole pro cess
of the primaries presents other, much
more serious and profound questions.
These are questions that go to the

heart of the electoral system itself in

the country that sets itself up as an
example of a democracy to the world.
And the answers lead us to conclusions
that can only make us more skeptical.
Let us remember the 2000 prima -

ries. Everything pointed to close races,
races that could shake up the rigid
schema of the two main parties. Well,
the pleasure only lasted two months.
What promised to be an exciting pri-
mary campaign in which the Democratic
and Republican Parties would pick
their candidates for the presidency in
an exemplary exercise of democracy
with the participation of all sectors of
U.S. society ended abruptly. The by-
word was “the independent vote,” and
that is just what the two candidates
and the two big parties set out to get.
John McCain showed during his short
challenge the enormous importance
that this almost forgotten sector of the
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U.S. electorate can have. Since Ross
Perot launched his campaign to shake
up the system with his millions and
ended up being a presidential candidate
twice, and with the creation of the
Reform Party, Demo crats and Repu bli -
cans alike had alternated between dis-
crete flirtation and disinterest in this
group that is so diverse and unconven-
tional that it seemed impossible to court.
Once they got over their shock at

Perot’s first campaign in 1992, when
he received a respectable number of
votes and probably cost George Bush,
Sr. his reelection, both the Demo crats
and the Republicans apparently thought
that those votes were irretrievably lost,
rebel ballots that would be impossible
to recapture.
That reasoning persisted until Jesse

Ventura, an ex-wrestler and now gover-
nor of Minnesota, appeared on the
scene. Ventura shook up the esta blish -
ment of his state with his victory at the
polls, but even then he was seen as
more of a colorful phenomenon than

anything else, and in no way as a sign
that a sufficiently important sector of
the electorate was sufficien tly disen-
chanted to vote for someone like him
to put him in the state house.
John McCain’s strategy of ignoring

the party organization and leaders
seemed to destine him for political
demise long before he actually disap-
peared from the game. Declared a non-
competitor from the start by George W.
Bush and the Republican leadership,
the senator from Arizona was able to
spark surprising interest and sympa-
thies among a part of the public who
would not normally have bothered to
vote in the primaries, much less in the
Republican primaries.
At times, it seemed that McCain’s

insurgent campaign was going to re -
vive interest in politics among people
who had been alienated from it. De m -
ocrats and independents voted for
him, but so did young and old disen-
chanted with the predominance of big
money and the lack of concrete pro-

posals for changing the system of cam-
paign funding. With no more of an
innovative proposal than that, and with
an even more conservative agenda than
Bush on everything else, McCain was
able to kindle enthusiasm the likes of
which had not been seen for a long
time among voters in more politically
unsophisticated areas.
For many, McCain represented a

return to the basics, a nostalgic look at
a past —in reality, non-existent, or at
least idealized— in which politics was
a more noble endeavor and money had
less influence.
The current system of primaries

failed all these prodigal sons who were
suddenly interested in politics again.
Not only because less than half the
convention delegates had been elected
when the convention’s outcome was
already a foregone conclusion, or be -
cause almost half the electorate had
still not decided whom it was going to
vote for in November, but because the
very peculiar system and tight schedule
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of candidate selection practically ensure
the victory of whoever raised the most
money earliest and got the support of
the party patriarchs (and matriarchs) in
the key states, who are, naturally, the
first to choose their delegates.
The defeats of Bill Bradley and

McCain were preordained from the
start, even though McCain managed
to strike a few blows before succumb -
ing to the organization, capital and
Bush’s contacts. The rules for the pri-
maries, which vary from state to state,
also made his life difficult; in New
York, he even had to fight to get his
name on the ballot. Born to lose?
Perhaps. But the challenge from the
insurgents simply underlined just how
baroque and unequal this selection
process is.
It’s not that any of this is by any

means strange or special. In the last
analysis, everywhere in the world, the
system or party old guards try to hold
on to their influence and privileges.
What makes the U.S. process differ-
ent is that, amidst growing disinterest
and apathy, this time there seemed to
be a light at the end of the tunnel for
people who wanted to hook up to their
country’s political process. In the end,
though, the light was the head lamp on
the train of big money and special in -
terests that ran over more than one
naive spectator.
So those were the primaries. Then

came the formal campaign, and we saw
both candidates try to turn themselves
into apostles of the center. Seldom has
it been so difficult to differentiate the
two candidates for president, and the
reason is that, in addition to trying to
get the independent vote, both men
decided to seek out the votes of the
political center, that undefined, politi-
cal Nirvana.

The social mobility that so charac-
terizes the United States does not seem
to apply in politics. The two presiden-
tial hopefuls are proof: Gore, in addi-
tion to being vice president, is the son
of a very famous Tennessee senator, a
legend in Washington. George W. Bush
makes great use of his middle initial to
try to differentiate himself from his
father, former President Bush. So, the
two contenders for office are not pre-
cisely revolutionaries. Not just because
of their family history —after all, they
cannot be blamed for that— but more
because they are two men who have

gotten as far away as possible from any
political extreme; both are the “most
centrist” men of their own parties.
In contrast with his boss, Clinton,

Al Gore is much less passionate about
social policy, although he does share
Clinton’s pro-business leaning. A con-
servative in family matters, the only
passion Gore is known to have is for
science and technology.
Addicted to the most complex, con-

voluted details, Gore can get totally im -
mersed in technical discussions with
technicians and win. His interest in the
environment, his calling card for years,
is less visible today. Gore faced the dif-
ficult dilemma of wanting to follow an
enormously successful, popular presi-
dent who at the same time had lots of
vulnerable spots. So, as a candidate, he
tried to differentiate and distance him-

self, but not too much. In the end,
nobody in the United States is fighting
against the economic growth and pros-
perity that have accompanied this
administration, and these are perhaps
Gore’s main strong points. So, he was
left only with the possibility of pointing
to the enormous moral difference be -
tween himself and Clin ton, without
actually criticizing him: Gore’s admin-
istration would be “for the family,” with
no big breaks with the past.
George W. Bush was also his party’s

clear favorite, having only recently
come onto the political scene when he

was elected governor of Texas. When
he won, at the Repu blicans’ darkest
hour, he sought to distinguish himself
from his party’s radical wing, pro-
claiming himself a “compassionate con -
servative.” He never denied his party’s
main positions, but he tried to “soften
them” to make himself more inclu-
sive. Some people remember how his
father tried to distance himself from
the excesses of Reaganism by des -
cribing himself as kinder and gentler.
His son tried to find the political cen-
ter without distancing himself from
his electoral base. He was betting on
reclaiming moderate voters who dis-
liked the Clin ton scandals but did not
share the crude discourse of many
other Republicans.
Why was the race so close? If poli-

tics were logical, in a country at peace,
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prosperous as never before, victory
seemed served up for the vice presi-
dent. But it didn’t work out like that.
Gore decided to break with the past

and distance himself from Clinton,
demand ing that the latter stay away
from the floodlights for the whole
cam paign. A risky strategy: if there is
anything Clin ton knows how to do,
it’s campaign.
Bush bet on his personal charm,

above and beyond national issues. And
his bet seems to have paid off. The
“compassionate conservative” was con -
vincing. 

Even with the uncertainty about the
final outcome, we can point to certain
decisive elements: Ralph Nader, the
Green candidate, who took votes away
from Gore; the power of special inter-
est groups, like unions or the Na tional
Rifle Association; and, of course, the par -
ties’ ability to mobilize their sym pathiz -
ers. Despite the decline of politics and
ideology, parties still seem to be good
for something in the United States.
Regardless of the parties’ effective-

ness —or lack thereof— the fact is
that this election has revealed a politi-
cal system which, first of all, is inca-
pable of getting more than half the vot-
ers out on election day. No topic on
the U.S. electoral agenda is important
enough to interest the other half of the
voters: not tax issues and not abortion,
much less a reform to the electoral sys-
tem or campaign funding.

Secondly, third party candidates
can aspire to nothing more than aiding
in the defeat of one of the two main
hopefuls. Except in the recent case of
Ross Perot, who spectacularly financed
his own campaign, there is no decent
space available for other political alter-
natives. Nader’s vote count is pathetic
if we compare it to the attention he got
in the media or what his candidacy cost
Gore. And Buchanan and his Reform
Party are better off not even being
mentioned.
The McCain phenomenon was

tem porary and ephemeral. His con-

tinued presence in the Senate is no
guarantee that his favorite issue, cam-
paign fi nance reform will be exam-
ined, much less after the post-electo r -
al bloodletting.
No matter who wins, he will sit in

the Oval Office in such a weakened
state and with such a shaky mandate
that he will not be able to initiate
great reforms or even try to be a pro-
active president. The balance of
forces in Congress would make it dif-
ficult in any case, but the lack of le -
gitimacy or the smidgen of it that the
winner will have will make his victory
a pyrrhic one.
This election’s lesson should be that

the U.S. electoral system is out of date,
ineffective and perhaps even not very
democratic. Money plays too big a
part, as does handling the media. We
already knew that. But the quagmire

in Florida has put it all in even greater
relief. Neither the Electoral College
nor the courts seem to be up to deal-
ing with such a disputed, contentious
and contested election. The results
are not very transparent and the pos-
sibilities for manipulation countless. 
This doesn’t involve only Florida,

although some would like to think it
does. If vote-counts and procedures
were reviewed in other states, we would
undoubtedly be faced with more than
one disagreeable surprise. U.S. demo -
cracy and its until recently exemplary
electoral system have shown their vul-
nerability. An Achilles heel the size of
an entire state.
But it’s not clear whether Amer icans

actually realize this. In its December 3
editorial, The New York Times, traditio n -
ally acerbic and skeptical, said, “...dis -
gruntlements will take place against a
backdrop of full public confidence in the
resilience of the political process....Any
wise observer —domestic, foreign, or
interplanetary [sic]— has to conclude
that Americans’ final verdict...will be
that theirs is a country in need of new
voting machines, not a new electoral
system.” 
With this degree of self-criticism on

the part of a media institution, it will
be difficult to expect that anyone —
even a cynical New Yorker— will have
learned anything from this incredible
election that just went on and on.

NOTES

1 When this issue went to press, the U.S.
Supreme Court had voted 5 to 4 to stop the
recount of votes in Florida and return the
case to the state Supreme Court. The next
day Albert Gore accepted defeat and congrat-
ulated George W. Bush as president-elect of
the United States.
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I
n recent years, Canada has empha-
sized the role of morality in the
formulation of its foreign policy.

This morality, referred to as human se -
curity, is broadly de fined as “safety for
people from both violent and non-vio-
lent threats. It is a condition or state of
being characte rised by freedom from

pervasive threats to people’s rights,
their safety, or even their lives.” More
precisely, Canadian foreign policy deci -
sion makers understand human secu-
rity as an alternative way of seeing the
world, in other words, “taking people
as its point of reference, rather than
focusing exclusively on the security of
territory or governments.”2

Canada’s role is to serve as a model
political-economic system for other less
developed states in the international

system. Canadian decision makers argue
that the country’s democratic institutions,
its excellent human rights record, its
ability to integrate peoples and cultures
from different parts of the world make
it an example for others to follow. And
as others and I have argued in different
contexts, this makes Canada a post-
national state. 

Post-nationalism places emphasis on
the idea that the international system
has changed dramatically since the end

Canadian Foreign Policy
And Latin America 
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of the Cold War and that the classic
definitions of national and internation-
al security (defense of the territory and
sovereignty of the state) are less than
useful constructs upon which to base
policy. States need to redefine these
concepts in order to take into account
less traditional threats such as human
rights violations, the global environment,
international organized crime and cor-
ruption, just to name a few. Second,
in order to resolve these new security
threats, states need to cooperate, not
compete. State competition in the area
of security is considered not only out-
dated in the post-Cold War world, but
dangerous. Third, this cooperation may
require a pooling of resources —what is
often referred to as collective security.
In turn, to make collective security func -
tion properly, states must be more flex-
ible in their definitions of sovereignty.

Policy-makers and academics alike
have extensively criticized this reorien-
tation in Canadian foreign policy as
being either idealistic —and therefore
unworkable— or interventionist —and
therefore a violation of the principle of
state sovereignty. The purpose of this
article is to examine the first criticism
by suggesting that human security has
and will continue to serve Canadian
interests in the post-Cold War period.

HUMAN SECURITY, COMPETING AND

COMPLEMENTARY EXPLANATIONS

Three explanations can be employed
to understand the motivations and in -
terest Canada has in human security.
The first emphasizes the fact that civil
society groups and public opinion inside
Canada agree with the policy. Partly
correct, this perspective suggests that
human security buys votes. A second

perspective argues that human securi-
ty gives Canada international prestige
and serves as an important tool to dis-
tinguish the country culturally and
inter nationally from its more powerful
cousin to the south, the United States.
A much more practical third perspec-
tive suggests that human security direct -
ly affects Canada’s economic interests.
This political-economy approach links
human security to Canada’s global trade
policy.

To understand this final and ex tre -
mely practical explanation for human
security one needs to look at Canada’s
historic relations with the Europeans.
As argued by Sberro, the common per-
ception of Canadian-European rela-
tions is that they are essentially peace-
ful and mutually prosperous.3 Canada
and Europe enjoy a common history and
culture, and Canada maintains strong
political ties with Great Britain and
France. Canada was the first Amer ican
nation to participate in World War I,
and later in World War II; along with
Great Britain and the United States, it
was instrumental in liberating large
parts of Western Europe. During the
Cold War, Canada maintained a large

military contingent in Europe under
the auspices of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) and with the end
of the Cold War, Canada still main-
tains its presence in Europe by partici -
pating in collective security operations
throughout the region. 

However strong the political-cultur-
al-security linkage between Cana da
and the Europeans may be, the same
cannot be said with respect to trade.
The value of Canadian exports to Eu -
ro pe is minuscule when compared to
total European Union imports (2 per-
cent in 1997) and is expected to get
even smaller.4 Canada has lost signifi-
cant market share in Europe over the
last 30 or so years, leading Sberro to
argue that Canada is the country that
apparently maintains the least far-
reaching and far-seeing relations with
the European Union in the whole
Western Hemisphere.5 The most obvi-
ous reason why this has occurred is that
Canada is too small economically to
be of interest to the Euro peans. Cana -
dian governments throughout the
twentieth century have implicitly rec-
ognized this fact, which is why they
have emphasized the cultural and
common historical links to continental
Europe and Great Britain. In essence,
the argument for why the Europeans
should pay attention to Canadians is
that in some important ways, Canada
is European. To demonstrate this, Ca -
nadian governments have historically
been very active in political-security
matters in Europe.

As mentioned before, Canada par-
ticipated actively in World Wars I and
II and was instrumental in designing
and implementing Cold War security
structures, namely NATO. Part of this,
of course, has to do with genuine cul-
tural ties to the continent, but a more
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cynical observer could argue that
Canada’s historic participation in Eu -
ro pe is the result of an effort to gain poli -
tical and, more importantly, economic
favors from the Europeans. In brief,
NATO as a security institution was de -
sig ned not only to help defend against
possible Soviet aggression but also
to keep Canada in Europe. However,
throughout the Cold War, “Canada
started to become increasingly disillu-
sioned with the Euro peans precisely
because it did not see any kind of
economic benefits from active politi-
cal-security participation.”6

Given this perspective, the end of
the Cold War was not the best event
as far as European-Canadian relations
are concerned. With no obvious role for
NATO (and therefore Canada), Cana -
dian decision-makers began to realize
that the country needed to diversify its
relations (both economic and political).
The response to this new post-Cold
War reality was Canada’s opening up
to Latin Amer ica and joining the Orga -
nization of American States (OAS).7

So where does Canada find itself
now with respect to its relations with
Europe? Canada still has a very strong
interest in keeping NATO alive because
it guarantees Canadian access to Eu -
ro pe. Therefore, when its members were
able to redefine the purpose of the
security institution in the 1993 Treaty
of Rome, Canada breathed a tempo-
rary sigh of relief. The problem does
not end there, however, because more
and more, the Europeans are talking
about what they call a Common Foreign
and Security Policy (or CFSP), which is
a political-security union designed to
complement economic association. The
CFSP, of course, would necessarily ex -
clude Canadian and U.S. participa-
tion. Thus, the closer the Euro peans get

to a CFSP, the more nervous Canadian
decision-makers will become.

However, what makes Canada even
more nervous is the prospect for the
expansion of the European Union (E.U.)
into Eastern Europe.  A growing E.U.
poses a triple problem for Canada:

1. Canada will continue to lose its
already small market share in Western
Europe, which will become increas-
ingly auto nomous and self-sustaining
with the inclusion of Eastern Euro -
pean states.

2. Canada will lose its market share
in Eastern Europe, as it will no longer
be able to maintain autono mous trade
relations within an enlarged E.U.

3. Canada is in a weak bargaining
position in comparison to the Euro -
peans; a larger E.U. will make that pro -
blem even worse.8

Given the likelihood of the E.U.
expanding geographically as well as in
its functions and roles, Canada is like-
ly to place much more attention on Latin
America in the future. And as Nossal
has argued, Canada in the post-Cold
War period has finally become a “coun-

try of the Americas.” However, given the
fact that many Latin American states
have a long way to go in terms of demo -
cratization, economic partnerships with
these countries will be questioned do -
mestically. In other words, Canadian
public opinion will not readily accept
economic linkages with countries with
high levels of corruption or that syste -
matically violate human rights. In that
sense, human security serves an impor-
tant public opinion purpose within Cana -
da: it demonstrates that Canadian for-
eign policy is not only trade policy and
that, therefore, Canada will condition
future economic cooperation with Latin
Amer ica on how successful these coun -
tries are in modernizing their political
and social systems.

A second possible and practical ex -
planation for the emphasis on human
security in Latin America stems from
the Canadian belief that in order to
establish a successful economic rela-
tionship with a country, that country
must be a political success as well.
Pressure around issues such as human
rights, electoral reform, social justice
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and the emphasis on collective secu-
rity questions like peacekeeping and
peacemaking are considered neces-
sary in order to assist Latin American
countries in achieving political stabil-
ity. Ulti  mately, this political success
will ensure economic success, which
in turn di rectly benefits Canadians.
Indeed, Prime Minister Jean Chré -
tien highlighted this linkage recently
when President-elect Vicente Fox sug -
gested that a priority for the new Mex -
ican government will be the eradica-
tion of poverty. Chrétien’s response
was that this was good for Canada
because Mexicans will now be able to
buy Canadian products.

APPLYING HUMAN SECURITY IN

THE AMERICAS:  THE OAS9

Over the last decade, Canada has pushed
the human security agenda within the
context of the OAS. Since joining the
organization officially in January 1990,
Canada has seen itself as taking on a
“leader’s” role, pushing forward consen-
sus on issues such as landmines, insti-
tutional renewal, human rights and
drugs. According to statements by the
Department of Foreign Affairs and In -
ternational Trade (DFAIT), Canadian
human security priorities include eight
specific areas.

The first priority identified by DFAIT

for the General Assembly is promoting
the concept of human security itself.
DFAIT statements repeatedly explain
the importance of the concept, arguing
that globalization and the changing
nature of the international system ne -
cessitate a redefinition of our under-
standing of security. The second prior-
ity area for the OAS General Assembly
from the Canadian perspective is the

illicit trade in drugs. However, rather
than framing the issue as a challenge
to legal systems and state sovereignty,
Canada has attempted to bring the
states of the region to look at the issue
in the light of human security. The
third and fourth priority policy issues
have been landmines and firearms.
Largely due to Canadian initiatives, the
organization has signed agreements to
eliminate landmines in the hemisphere
in the long term and to control manu-
facturing and trafficking of firearms. The
Canadian government argues that each
of these issues has an obvious human
security aspect, though other states in
the region again associate these two
areas with questions of national sover-
eignty and traditional security. Human
rights and the promotion of democra-
cy are the fifth and sixth priority areas
for Canada in the OAS in the 1990s.
These two issues demonstrate the truly
radical nature of Canada’s redefinition
of security, for human rights violations
and non-democratic systems can be
included under the heading of violent
and non-violent threats. The eighth
area that reflects the influence of the
human security paradigm is Canada’s
drive to strengthen civil society through-
out the Americas. The influence of
civil society in the Canadian foreign
policy process is largely responsible for
the human security agenda, and now
Canada seems to want to bring about
similar social and policy structures
throughout the region.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The greater the pressure within Euro -
pe to expand the roles, functions and
geographic scope of the E.U., the greater
the emphasis Canada will place on

Latin America. Canada would have pre -
ferred strong links to Europe given cul -
tural and political similarities. How  ever,
Ca nadian access to Europe is less that
certain, and Canada is search ing for
new partners in Latin Amer ica in order
to guarantee its economic success.

The emphasis on human security
within this context can be explained by
the fact that many of Canada’s new
partners are still developing politically.
In the minds of Canadian decision
makers, human security is a way to
help Latin America become a stable
and reli able trade partner. Ultimately,
human se curity may be an attempt to
make Latin America look a little more
like Europe.

NOTES
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here borrows heavily from Duncan Wood and
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Latin America,” Comercio Exterior (forthcom-
ing, 2001).
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M
odern dance in Mexico owes its beginnings main-
ly to a group of splendid dancers and choreo -
 graphers who, starting in the 1940s, unleashed a

veritable Mexican movement of modern dance. One of these
brilliant women was Amalia Hernández, born Sep tember 19,
1917. In addition to being an outstanding dancer and chore-

ographer, she used her energies to create professional, mon-
umental performances, that originated and were inspired in
folk and vernacular dance. Her abilities and gifts as a maker
of works of modern dance inspired by nationalism allowed
Amalia to retrieve the essential elements of folk dances that,
nationwide, over several centuries, had become representa-
tive of the zeitgeist, the ceremonies, the yearning for grace
and dance talent, as well as the most direct, colorful and
agile expressions of the Mexican way of being itself. 

Amalia Hernández 
Dancer and Choreographer

Alberto Dallal*

* Writer, art critic, researcher at the UNAM Institute for Aesthetic
Research and current director of Universidad de Méxicomagazine.
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Amalia Hernández was a pioneer in creating the Folk Ballet of Mexico, a vast yet 
compact company that became an institution which acquired a certificate 

of naturalization and its own legitimacy before larger and larger 
audiences both in Mexico and abroad. 
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Like other members of her generation, Amalia sought out
and compiled basic information, rhythms and stage produc-
tion secrets both through specific studies and her eloquent,
direct experience. She added to this, however, a quality that
in today’s world has become basic to the functioning of all
the performing arts: organizational ability.

Amalia Hernández was a pioneer in creating a vast yet
compact company that became an institution which, at the
same time, acquired a certificate of naturalization and its own
legitimacy before larger and larger audiences both in Mex -
ico and abroad. When she founded the Folk Ballet of Mexico,
then, in 1952, she was fully aware of the implications and
had her hand on the pulse of the many details involved in a
dance company’s professionalism. She made sure, for exam-
ple, that all the different elements that went into it were
functional: the artistic director, the rehearsal choreograph-
er, the régisseur, the rating of the dancers according to apti-
tude and technical training, the stage manager and his/her
assistants, the wardrobe master/mistress, the set designer,
the teachers of the different dance techniques (mainly clas-
sical), the business manager, etc. Amalia clearly mastered
all these aspects and foresaw the need to either train people
for them or shift responsibility to a professional to oversee
them. At different times she oversaw not two, but three or
four permanent or traveling companies that brought to wide
audiences in Mexico and abroad a brilliantly staged reperto-
ry that has won the company to date more than 200 nation-

al and international prizes. Amalia herself was given the
National Prize for the Arts in 1992.

An important and little known side to Amalia Hernández
was her profound love of all forms of dance. Despite having
immersed herself as a choreographer and dancer in modern
and folk dance, she never stopped supporting classical and
contemporary dance, both through personally hiring teach-
ers, dancers and choreographers and by supporting the pro-
duction and the very existence of companies and groups in
these two genres. Amalia also offered scholarships and
direct financial support to dancers in both genres so they
could study here in Mexico and abroad.

Amalia Hernández was part of the historically special group
of talented, beautiful women who established modern dance
in Mexico, the direct predecessor of today’s theater and con-
temporary dance, women like Guillermina Bravo, Ana Mérida,
Josefina Lavalle, Martha Bracho, Rosa Reyna, Guillermina
Peñalosa, Raquel Gutiérrez, a stunning generation that was
clearly a precursor of Mexico’s feminist movement. But
Amalia Hernández added to these talents her lucid vision and
her detailed organizational efforts aimed at recreating before
the eyes of the world the popular dance that we as Mexicans
always favor with joy or community solidarity, as spectators
or participants. Amalia’s death on November 4, 2000, is a
respected and respectful threshold for future generations of
Mexican dancers and choreographers to continue and broad-
en out their exemplary professional efforts and work.
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The Sugar Haciendas of Morelos
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W
hat is now the state of Morelos was
once almost completely included in
the Marquisate of the Valley of Oaxa -

ca, awarded to Hernán Cortés by King Charles
I of Spain (better known as Charles V, emperor
of the Holy Roman Empire).

In his pursuit of wealth, Cortés tried differ-
ent crops and finally —probably based on what
he had seen in the Antilles— decided to establish
a large plantation and sugar mills on his lands.

For the rest of his life, he retained the monop-
oly on this crop, which then passed on to his
son Martín, the second marquis. His grandchild -
ren preferred to rent out the land, and so many
different factories were established, giving rise
to a great sugar-producing center that lasted until
the twentieth century.

In the first half of the sixteenth century, Cor -
tés introduced sugar cane cultivation to the
mainland of the Western Hemisphere when he
founded Morelos’ first sugar plantation in Tlal -
tenango and gave his steward, Bernaldino del
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San José de Vista Hermosa Hacienda, Tequesquitengo. Aqueduct.

Santa Cruz Vista Alegre Hacienda, Mazatepec. The “big house”. Entrance to San Gabriel de las Palmas Hacienda, Amacuzac. 
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Castillo, permission to establish another at Ama -
nalco. A third plantation in Axomulco, owned
by Antonio Serrano de Cardona, was their keen
competitor. The three were pioneer sugar ha -
ciendas in the state.

The royal concession of the marquisate to
Cortés slowed the development of other sugar
complexes in the area, and it was not until the
end of the century that royal grants were given
in Oaxtepec and Casasano, which lay in the
royal lands of Plan de Amilpas in the Cuautla-
Huautla River Basin. When Don Pedro Cortés

y Ramírez de Arellano, the fourth marquis and
the conquistador’s grandson, came into his title
and inheritance, he decided to free up control and
earn some easy money giving out grants at every
turn. This made for a proliferation of small and
large plantations that took advantage of the grow-
ing demand —and therefore the hike in prices—
to set up numerous factories.

For 300 years, the procedure dubbed “direct
heat” was used to refine the sugar, and this
determined the typical architecture of the main
houses of Morelos’ sugar haciendas.
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San José de Vista Hermosa. Founded in 1529 by Hernán Cortés. Santa Ana Hacienda. Its beautiful church still offers religious services.

Santa Cruz Vista Alegre. Its chapel and smokestack are worth seeing.

Practically all 
the ex-haciendas 

still have the “big house,” 
the boss’ residence. These
buildings were usually large 
enough to house several 

families at a time.
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The batey was a large patio where the cane was
received and stored before going into the trapiche
or mill. Here the juice —or guarapo— was extract-
ed from the cane in the grinding machine, usually
with three rollers —the trapiche, strictly speak-
ing— powered first by animals and later by a
hydraulic wheel. A press was sometimes placed
near this building or inside it to extract even more
juice from the cane.

Almost all the sugar plantations that used
hydraulic power to move the grinder built
aqueducts —veritable works of art— that car-
ried the water over exquisite arches. In addi-
tion to driving the mill, the water was used to
irrigate the fields and service different parts of
the main buildings.

The “direct heat” was applied in the boiler
house to large copper vats called tachos or tachas
(which should not be confused with later steam
boilers). In defecation tanks the sugar juice was
treated with lime, evaporated and filtered to se -
parate out scum and sediment and make what
was called the melado, the liquid ready to be crys -
tallized into sugar. Workers who became highly
skilled in handling the product were known as
“masters” or “sugar maeses” and held a privileged
position at the mills. At one end of the same
building was the cooling and drying area. Sur -
rounding and underneath the building was a
system of canals or conduits through which the
water for washing, the residuals and foam (called
cachazas) and the sugar juice itself ran.

Next to the boiler room was the hornalla, a
space usually covered with a barrel vault where
the remains of the sugar cane was stored after
being sun-dried in its special patio. The fiber was
used as fuel for the direct heat process which
was applied through ingenious conduits to the
bottom of the boilers or vats in the next room. The
smoke escaped through one or several chacua-
cos or chimneys built directly over each burner.

Also next to the boiler room were the tanks,
sunken deposits for washing and preparing the
clay funnels needed in the boiler room.

The funnels were left in the purgar, a long
room with little or no ventilation, inside large
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During Colonial times San Gabriel de las Palmas was first a Franciscan monastery and then a sugar plantation.

Cocoyoc. The trapiche is now a discoteque.

Santa Cruz Vista Alegre produced large amounts of sugar even during the Revolution (1912-1913).
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earthen jars that gathered the syrup that could
not be crystallized, which was poured out and
stored in sunken tanks. To purge the juice
and whiten the sugar, the purest possible clay
was used. Given the conditions required, they
used the basement of the main house itself, as
well as those of other buildings.

The cheapest possible agent, the sun, was
used to dry the sugar loaves and whole patios
were used for that purpose. Later it became com -
mon to use rooftops. Sophisticated systems of
moveable shingled roofs were even designed to
protect the sugar at night or on rainy days. Remains
of some of these roofs still exist.

Other buildings were needed to conclude
the process (sending the paper-wrapped sugar,
packed in leather sacks, or the syrup in clay jugs
on mules to their destination), as well as for the
company’s general operations: storerooms, ware -
houses, a carpenter’s workshop, a blacksmith’s
shop and a potter’s shed, used to replace the clay
funnels, jugs and items needed for maintenance
like shingles, pots, balusters, etc. In some places
we can still see the corrals for mules, bullocks
and horses, as well as the trojes or granaries whose
weekly rations of corn supplemented workers’
wages.

Practically all the ex-haciendas still have
the “big house,” the boss’ residence, whether
he was the owner, administrator or a renter. These
buildings were usually large enough to house
several families at a time, with room left over
for visitors. The living quarters were normally
on the second floor, with storage, the purging
room or offices on the ground floor. Very often
the houses boasted beautiful arches, reminis-
cent perhaps of the symbol of the power of the
conquistador Cortés, his palace in Cuerna vaca,
in turn probably inspired by the Diego Colón’s
castle in Santo Domingo. They had interior pa -
tios, innumerable, spacious —if scantily fur-
nished— rooms beautifully decorated in stone,
mortar or wrought iron, and orchards that shaded
the inhabitants from the harsh sun of this hot
land, provided delicious fruit and offered the
perfect place for romantic moonlight meetings.
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San Gabriel de las Palmas. The company store attracted customers from far and wide.

Cortés’ Hacienda was one of the wealthiest under the Viceroy.

Santa Ana, together with Santa Clara and San Ignacio, was one of the region’s most important haciendas.
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The chapel was an essential. Sometimes it
was part of the main house itself, but usually it
was an independent, occasionally exaggeratedly
large, structure. It served the needs of both work-
ers and owners, who sometimes had a private
entrance that came directly from the “big house.”
Today, these buildings are evidence of the mag-
nificence of some of the haciendas: in some
cases their rich decoration has survived, and
often they have been converted into the church
of the towns that sprang up around the central
buildings of the haciendas. These ancient walls
have seen many a fiesta, baptism and wedding
in their time.

The hacienda’s central buildings were sur-
rounded by walls that served both to delimit
their area and for defense. Some have embra-
sures (those vertical slits that allow the inhab-
itants to aim a rifle from behind the walls in re -
lative safety) in strategic places. The main
door is usually under an arch, with a belfry, a
bell tower, a coat of arms or a cap, on which
often a date or the hacienda’s name is carved.
Each of these walls would have doors to the
fields, pasture lands and the rest of the land
around the main buildings, doors that would be
much simpler than the main entrance, through
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San Gabriel de las Palmas. Kitchen. San Salvador Hacienda. Facade.

San José de Vista Hermosa. Chapel and smokestack. 
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which carts laden with sugar cane would be
brought into the patio to be unloa ded with a
crane.

Each hacienda had its own tienda de raya or
company store, usually next to the main door,
sometimes with a porch of its own, sometimes
as an adjunct of the warehouses or independent
granaries. These stores often developed into ve -
ritable commercial emporia, famous for miles
around, attracting customers from far away. The
company store was very important in company-
worker relations because a large part, if not all,
wages were paid in kind.

When new production techniques were in -
troduced in the second half of the nineteenth
century, mainly the use of steam, new, many-
storied buildings called “stoves” were built to
facilitate the purging process, as well as rooms
for the dynamos or electric generators and some -
times special rooms for the new steam boilers.
Also required were buildings for making spirits
and the imposing smokestacks that could then
be built out of bricks reinforced with metal, or
later on, out of concrete.

Since the haciendas did not exclusively process
sugar cane, some of the remaining buildings were
originally used to mill wheat or for the produc-
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Santa Cruz Vista Alegre. Purging room. San José de Vista Hermosa, destroyed by the Zapatistas during the Revolution, was restored in 1945
to become a hotel.

Santa Cruz Vista Alegre. Chapel. 
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tion and processing of indigo or coffee; some are
grain silos or saw mills; and almost always there
are the remains of alcohol factories.

With time, the main buildings of the hacien-
das changed, adapting to the needs of the new
techniques. In some cases, the evolution they
have experienced is clear to the eye. It is inter-
esting to see, for example, in the mortar work
used to increase the height of a free-standing

wall that all kinds of materials have been used,
including sugar molds and jugs.

Today, the public can visit many of these old
haciendas because they have been turned into
hotels, resorts, rest homes, rice mills or ware-
houses. Others have been abandoned and await
the hand of teams of restorers who could return
them to their former grandeur and breathe new
life into them again.
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San Gabriel de las Palmas. Dining room. San Miguel Cuahutlitla. Hornalla storage area. 

Cortés’ Hacienda. Mill. San Carlos Borromeo Hacienda. Smokestack.



We are not fish that we live from the sea,

We are not birds that we live on air,

We are men who live from the land.

A peasant from Morelos

T
he sacred book of the Maya, the Popol
Vuh, says that man was made from corn.
Anyone who has visited the Cacaxtla

murals painted by the Chicalanca Olmecs in
the eighth century will already know how im -
portant these origins are throughout Mesoame r -
ica. One of the paintings depicts a corn field in
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The Last Zapatistas
Forgotten Heroes

Francesco Taboada Tabone*

* Film and documentary maker residing in Morelos.

Born in 1896, Colonel Emeterio Pantaleón still fights for peasants’ rights in Morelos.
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which all the ears have human faces. We Mex -
icans are men of corn. But we have forgotten this;
so much so that most of the corn consumed in
Mexico is imported.

When Mexico-Tenochtitlan fell on August
13, 1521, Cuauhtémoc (or “falling eagle”), the
last Aztec tlatoani made a prophesy, now part of
Mexico’s oral tradition: Our sun has left us, he
has left us in the shadows, we know he will
return to illuminate us once again. While he
dwells in the house of the dead, there in our
houses, mothers and fathers must teach their
children how one day we shall rise reunited
gaining strength from the new sun to fulfill our
destiny. These words spelled hope for a people
condemned at the time to domination.

The war of independence, the nineteenth-
century civil wars including the war of the Reform
and the Revolution were fought among criollos,
people of mestizo blood or foreigners. 

Indigenous people were never protagonists in
any central struggle in Mexico; repeatedly used
as cannon fodder, their voice was always forgot-
ten. That is until 1910, when Emiliano Zapata
headed up a revolution against the established
order. Even though he began by defending the
land in his native Anenecuilco, his struggle attract -
ed supporters all over the country and became a

national movement, the first that really includ-
ed “profound Mexico” in a national project. The
taking of Mex ico City and the triumphal entrance
of Francisco Villa’s and Emiliano Zapata’s peas-
ant armies December 6, 1914, is the only histor-
ical event in Mexico in which indigenous peo-
ple participated as the origin and aim of the
struggle. Cuauhtémoc’s prophesy seemed to be
coming true. Hope was transformed into victo-
ry. Never the less, neither Zapata nor Villa had
po litical ambitions, and so they formed a revo-
lutionary government to represent their struggle
and left for home to be near their people. This
is how the Zapatista Commune was formed, an
attempt to carry out a national project based on
Mexican specificities and roots. For the entire
year of 1915, the state of Morelos was truly free
and sovereign. “For us, the commune was the
triumph of the revolution,” says 98-year-old vet-
eran Mauricio Ramírez Cerón, a Zapatista intel-
ligence agent. “For the first time we were auto -
nomous and we worked for ourselves, not for a
boss or the corrupt government. I remember how
enthu siastically everyone worked. It was like a
miracle. But it wasn’t a miracle that had come
out of thin air. It was a miracle we had fought
for and that we deserved, a miracle for which
many of our comrades had given their lives.” But
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Pictured here with his wife, Private Valeriano Villamil joined Zapata’s army to avenge the government’s
murder of his father.

Mauricio Ramírez Cerón, born in 1903, acted as a spy when he
was still a child.
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the Zapatista miracle could not survive. “Venus tia -
no Carranza had no stomach for us Indians being
free. I think he was jealous...and that was when
he brought in the whole army to finish us off.”1

With Villa defeated in the north, Carranza
used all his forces to fight the last holdout of
“bar barism” that stood in his way to the presi-
dency of Mexico. But the residents of More los
considered themselves Zapatistas first; so, when
he went up against Zapata, he went up against
the entire state. 

With the constant government attacks,
Emiliano took refuge in the mountains and kept
the struggle alive using guerrilla warfare until
1919. In that year, he circulated a manifesto orig -
inally written October 20, 1913, which read, “We
will not cease for a moment in our struggle until,
victorious, we can guarantee with our own head
the advent of a time of peace based on justice
and, as a result, economic freedom. It must always
be remembered that we do not seek honors, we
do not hope for rewards, that we will simply live
up to our solemn commitment to give bread to
the disinherited and a free, peaceful, civilized
homeland to the generations of the future.”2

A few days later, Emiliano Zapata would be
gunned down, betrayed by Pablo González and
Jesús Guajardo, who were applauded by Pres -

ident Ve nustiano Carranza. The hope of re -
demp tion, or simply of a life with dignity for the
peasants and indigenous people of Morelos lay
on the ground at the Chinameca hacienda April
10, 1919.

Two years ago, I set myself the task of seek-
ing out the last “men of corn,” the last surviving
combatants of the legendary Liberating Army of
the South, the last Zapatistas, to do a documen-
tary film.

Little by little, I made friends with them.
These centenarians had experienced slavery on
the haciendas, the revolutionary war and 70 years
of PRI dictatorship and were now part of Mex -
ico’s supposed transition to democracy. They were
men with much more far-reaching opinions than
I had expected.

After living in the countryside for months, I
found a history that was completely different
from the one told in textbooks. These men’s
abso lutely realistic testimonies showed the true
face of the history of Mexico.

“One day my father and I saw how the ha -
cienda owner shoved a peon, one of my father’s
fellows, because he had answered him back,”
says soldier Felipe Ramos Vargas, born in 1901.
“The peon fell into the tank of sap and was
cooked to death.”

91

Doña Concepción was one of many soldaderas who served in Zapata’s army.Feliciano Mejía, a courier who hid messages in his sandals, is now
a sculptor.
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“Carranza brought the Yaquis to fight Zapata.
They forcibly recruited them in their home-
lands and brought them here as cannon fodder.
I heard Obregón himself tell them, ‘Go on, go
on [into battle]! If you die, you’ll all be reborn in
your homelands.’ And, since what they wanted
was to go home, they fought all the harder.... And
all that just to end up dead on the battlefield.”
This is the declaration of foot soldier Va leriano
Villamil, who added, “The government gave the
Yaquis and their soldiers a marihuana cigarette
and a piece of brown sugar before every battle to
make them fearless.”

“To make a bomb, we used any kind of skin, a
cow hide or a pigskin. We would fill it with bits
of iron and wrap it up and put a fuse on one end.
When the government came, we would light it
and throw it at them from about 10 meters away.
It would slaughter people,” said Colonel Eme -
terio Pantaleón. “The houses had double walls
with hidden entrances so that when the govern -
ment came all us women would hide there,” says
soldadera (a woman foot soldier) Irene Clara
Villalba.

“I remember one day my mama was saving
the last hen we had so we could eat it, and then
the Zapatistas arrived. So, my mama hid my little
brothers and me together with the hen under the
covers, but the hen started to suffocate and cack-
le. The Zapatistas found us and my mother
begged them not to take the last hen she had.
The head of the troops said not to worry, that
they weren’t going to touch the hen. My mother
was happy, but the commander said that they
were going to take me along because they need-
ed a soldadera. So they took me away. That man
was later my husband, but he’s dead now,” says
soldadera María García Rogel widow of Sánchez.

The most controversial event was the death of
Zapata: many from Morelos refused to accept
that it had happened. “No, he didn’t die. His
close friend died because another friend took
Zapata away, an Arab friend; he took him to
Arabia and that’s how we know he didn’t die
because Nicolás Zapata [Zapata’s son] told me.
‘Don’t you believe it, Audias,’ he said to me,
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Private Concepción Amazende Choca, born ca. 1889, was a pottery merchant when he joined up.

Don Feliciano.

Felipe Ramos Vargas (1901-1999) joined the army at 13 after
being beaten by a hacienda owner. He served directly under Zapata.
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‘Don’t you believe what people say. My father is
alive and any day now I’ll take you to him,’” says
Audias Anzures Soto, a 102-year-old Zapatista
soldier. This messianic vision of the return of
Za pata is linked to other testimonies that iden-
tify him with the myth of the reincarnation of the
priest Ce Acatl Topiltzin Quetzalcóatl, a myth
deeply rooted in the towns around the Tepoz te -
co mountain in Morelos.

Colonel Emeterio Pantaleón, born in 1896,
says that on his way to the meeting with the trai-
tor Guajardo, Zapata met some washerwomen
at a stream and, “The women said that they
hadn’t come to wash but just to make time to be
able to tell Zapata that the night before they
had been serving dinner to Captain Gua jardo
and had heard about the treachery and that he
should go back and not go into the hacienda
because they were going to kill him. With that,
General Jesús Salgado said to Zapata, ‘Listen,
compadre, I know you’re brave but they’re going
to kill us, penned in in the hacienda patio, they’re
going to give it to us. We’ve loved each other all
our lives and I promised to give my life for you,
and I’m going to.’”

Hope for the return of the hero, a local inter-
pretation of Cuauhtémoc’s prophesy, has kept
the peasants in the Morelos countryside united.

However, today, this Zapatismo is confronting
an enemy that it never imagined it would have.
The mass media has begun to sow discord and
division in the countryside, as it broadcasts mes -
sages that foment ambition, envy and other vices
engendered by the wish to “have,” counterposed
to the desire to “share” that until recently was the
rule in the area. This, together with the Carlos Sa -
li nas administration’s changes in Article 27 of the
Constitution to promote the sale and purchase
of the land, have sunk Morelos in a chaos of
urban and rural development, whose most no -
ticeable symptoms are unemployment, crime,
prostitution and drug use, not to mention the
ecocide plaguing the region. “What used to be
cultivated fields is now covered with buildings
and foundations for supposed housing projects
in places that don’t even have basic services
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Private Marcelino Anrubio Montes said, “Zapata wanted something beautiful: for all of us to have a
safe place to live and enough to eat.”

Matías Cruz Arellano, a corrido writer, picked up a guitar instead of a gun.

The land left to Lieutenant Galo Pacheco Valle by Zapata was
taken away from him by Morelos Governor Jorge Carrillo Olea in
the 1990s.
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yet,” says agricultural engineer Wolfango Aguilar
Flores. “The peasants who have had to sell their
lands often end up as beggars on the streets of
Cuautla, Cuer navaca or Mexico City, and oth-
ers have had to emigrate abroad because selling
their land makes them outcasts in their towns
for having betrayed the legacy that General
Zapata left them at the cost of fire and blood.”

“We’re returning to the times of the latifun-
dia under Porfirio Díaz!” shouts 104-year-old
Lieutenant Galo Pacheco Valle. “Today injus-
tice, ambi tion and tyranny reign, and that’s the
truth!” Private Audias Anzures pounds his cane
on the ground for emphasis, saying, “What good
was Zapata’s revolution to us if we can no longer
grow crops because all the water is contaminat-
ed, because the fertilizers and insecticides the
government gives us have eroded our lands,
because the foreign companies have eradicated
the trees and now there’s no rain? What good did
the revolution do? None, because today we’re
worse off than we were during the Spanish
inquisition.”

This rethinking of this part of Mexican his-
tory needed a form of expression. With the sup-
port of the Autonomous University of the State
of Morelos, photographer Manuel Pe ñafiel, Sarah
Perrig and I were able to film all these survivors

for a documentary entitled The Last Zapatistas.
For gotten Heroes.

Of all the Zapatistas we interviewed, only
eight are still alive. The others have gone, gone
with the pain of an ailing homeland that had
forgotten them. When we asked 101-year-old
Captain Manuel Carranza Coro na what his
demands would be if today he found he need-
ed to take up arms again, he answered with
only two words. But we did not hear his answer
because a moment later, he stopped breathing.
The next day, when I had the time to view the
rushes of the interview, I raised the volume and
I could clearly hear those two words. “Land
and Liberty,” he said.

For those of us who have had the chance to
work on this project and, in general, for me,
meeting these forgotten heroes has been a rec-
onciliation with “profound Mexico” and the most
rewarding experience of my life.

NOTES

1 All quotes from Zapatista soldiers are from interviews with
the author.

2 Emiliano Zapata, Manifiestos (Mexico City: Ed. Antorcha,
1986), pp. 23-31.
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Captain Baldomero Blanquet accompanied Zapata and Madero in Mexico City. “We put Madero in the National Palace and then he dismissed us courteously and left Porfirio
Díaz’s people in our place. They betrayed him. That was his mistake.”
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T
he state of Morelos is re nowned for its
natural re sources and climate. That,
together with its proximity to Mex ico’s

political and economic center, has made it a
favorite watering hole for Mexico City residents
and celebrities from abroad. In pre-Hispanic
times, the Emperor Moctezuma esta blished the
first known botanical gardens in what is now
Oaxtepec, then a resort for Aztec emperors. Later,
Hernán Cortés established his residence in Cuer -
navaca, and in the nine teenth century, Maxi mi -
lian had his summer house in what we now know
as the Borda Gardens.
Throughout the state, we find a mosaic of

natural ecosystems that range from temperate
forest in the higher regions to low deciduous
jungle in the subtropical areas. Also, thanks to
the flow of underwater streams in the Chi -

chinautzin Mountains, the Morelos valleys have
more than 50 springs that make urban devel-
opment, agriculture and industry possible, in
addition to tourism, particularly the state’s 39
water resorts. Mo relos boasts several tradition-
al resorts with springs like Agua Hedionda, Los
Canarios and El Papagayo and some techno-
logically developed ones, like El Rollo and Oax -
tepec. The Las Es ta cas Aquatic Park, however, is
renowned for its natural endowments, its design
and administration.

NATURE

The wellhead of the Las Estacas spring spews
out more than 7,000 liters of water a second, cre-
ating a river of crystalline waters surrounded by
the riparian forest that looks like a tropical jun-
gle. Sixty-eight species of plants have been found
here, and its upper reaches are dominated by fig
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* Researchers at the Morelos State Auto nomous
University Center for Biolo gical Research.

Las Estacas has been recently declared a state reserve.

Ph
ot
os
 b
y 
D
an
ie
l M

un
gu
ía



The Splendor of Mexico

trees and palms. Thanks to the abundant water,
this vegetation stays green all year round, mak-
ing it a refuge for many animals, among them
132 species of birds (including 12 kinds of hum -
mingbirds), 8 kinds of mammals and different
reptile species. But the spring itself also holds
other species: 11 kinds of aquatic plants and 9
species of fish, some of which are native to this
area. All this makes it a veritable sanctuary,
particularly given the serious deterioration of
the region’s aquatic ecosystems.

THE HISTORY

On a sunny winter morning in 1941, Don Julio
Calderón Fuentes took his daughter Margarita
to see one of the most beautiful natural sights
in central Mexico. Months before, on a hunting
trip, Don Julio had found an amazing wellhead

that created a river of cold, crystalline waters
surrounded by luxuriant vegetation contrasting
sharply with the dry land around it. From that
day on, Don Julio fell in love with the place and
moved heaven and earth to get enough money
to buy the land; he could think of no better
legacy for his favorite daughter.
Fifty years later, in the shade of an ancient

fig tree, Doña Margarita de González Sarabia tells
us the marvelous story of Las Estacas, a history
that dates from the twelfth century when the Tla -
huica people settled in the area. During the con-
quest, some of the Tlahuica towns —among them
Yau tepec and Oaxte pec— became vi llas belong-
ing to the Marquisate of the Valley, owned by
Hernán Cortés. In the early seventeenth century,
the Barreto and Temilpa haciendas were built.
A little later, Temilpa be came a sugar plantation
and refinery, using the river water to drive its mill,
incorporating Las Estacas into the hacienda.
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Before the revolution, President Díaz would bathe in Las Estacas’ mineral-rich waters when he felt ill.
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During the War of Independence, the roy-
alist army laid siege to Cua utla, commanded
by José María Mo relos y Pavón, who picked
Generals Ayala and Galeana to break through
the enemy lines. They managed to get out of
Cuautla, but the royalists defending the ha -
ciendas trapped them in Temilpa. The two
rebel generals defended themselves until the
enemy set the hacienda on fire and killed most
of their men. During the 30-year regime of
Porfirio Díaz that ended with the Mexican
Revolution, the Temilpa hacienda belonged to
Manuel de Alarcón, the governor of Morelos.
When Díaz felt ill, he would bathe in the spring,
seeking to cure himself with the mineral-rich
waters. During the revolution, Zapata picked
Tlaltizapán as his general headquarters, which
would lead us to think he visited Las Estacas.
It was in that period that the Temilpa hacien-
da was destroyed and abandoned by the Alar -
cón family.

THE STRATEGY

Seeking to preserve the natural wealth of the
area for present and future generations, for the
last three years, Doña Margarita Sarabia and
her children have been working closely with a
group of conservation biologists from the
Morelos State Auto nomous University Center
for Biolo gi cal Research. Their efforts are aimed
at developing and implementing a proposal for
sustainable management of the area that would
provide visitors with both leisure acti vities and
comfort, as well as promoting environmental
culture. The project includes different kinds of
activities, from the design of the concept and
image of the park to concrete proposals for con-
servation and ecological restoration.
Among the important results to date of this

group’s efforts is the fact that Las Estacas has
been declared a state reserve, which at least
ensures that no new development projects will

98

Vegetation stays green all year round making the area a refuge for many animals.
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be carried out there without taking into consid -
eration existing environmental legislation. In
addition, a nursery specializing in plants from
the low jungle will be the basis for a reforestation
program in the entire protected area as well as
the propagation of some endangered species
like the pegahueso (Euphorbia fulva).
One of Las Estacas’ successful pro jects has

been environmental education through the “Ex -
plore” program, offering training courses and
workshops on all educational levels. These in -
clude one or several days of land and aquatic
activities, such as the observation of nocturnal
birds and mammals, or underwater observation
of river fish.
Las Estacas may well be the only project

nationwide that works to conserve and restore
endangered fish species; its efforts include pro-
tecting Balsas River Basin species like the native
cichlid perch (Cichlasoma istlanum) and the Bal -
sas River catfish (Ictalurus balsanus).

What can be achieved by linking business
people committed to the environment —like
the Sarabia family— with research groups is
truly remarkable. This work has rendered its
first results with the changing attitudes among
visitors and the awards given: for example last
year Doña Margarita was given the José María
Morelos y Pavón medal for ecological merit, a
yearly honor bestowed by the state of Morelos
to those who have wor ked to defend the envi-
ronment. 
In 2000, the park itself was given an hon-

orary mention in the “company” category as a
recipient of the Na tional Ecology Prize, award-
ed each year by Mexico’s president as part of
the celebrations of World Environment Day.
While enormous strides have been made, a

great deal is still left to be done. Undeniably,
however, there is real com mitment to conserv-
ing this invaluable natural patrimony of the
state of Morelos.
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Las Estacas is an example of what can be achieved by people committed to preserving the environment.
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W
hen visitors walk through the mas-
sive carved cedar doors they enter
the private world of Iowa-born col-

lector and artist Robert Brady (1928-1986)
whose will stipulated that his “house be open
to the public as a museum.” The original adobe
and stone sixteenth-century structure has been
added to and remodeled over the centuries. Now
it is filled with more than 1,200 objects of arts
and crafts exactly as Brady arranged and enjoyed
them.
The Brady Museum bears the imprint of

someone who not only loved artistic objects
from all cultures of the world, but who had the

taste and the courage to display them in his own
way. Visitors enjoy the decor in the red bedroom,
the yellow living room and the tiled kitchen and
bathrooms surrounded by the effusive semitro p -
ical vegetation of the gardens and the patios.
Since childhood, Robert Brady loved painting

and drawing, no doubt encouraged by his moth-
er who gave art classes. The first piece of art he
collected, at age 13, was a small ebony figure of
a Balinese dancing girl, now on exhibit in the
master bedroom of the house-museum. After
high school, Brady pursued a career in the fine
arts which led him to a degree at Temple Uni -
versity then on to further study in the Barnes
Foundation outside Philadelphia. The arrange-
ment of the art in the Brady house as well as the

The Brady Museum 
A Collector’s Item in Cuernavaca

Sarah Sloan*

* Director of the Robert Brady Museum.
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Entrance to the museum from the patio.
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variety of cultures and countries in the collection
reflect the teaching of his mentor, the collector,
Dr. Albert C. Barnes. With his formal schooling
behind him, Brady left the United States, never
to reside there again permanently. After two
years of travel in Europe, Brady settled in Venice
for six years, from 1953 to 1959. Among his many
friends in Venice was Peggy Guggenheim, who
like Brady, left her home, the Palazzo Venier dei
Leoni, and art collection as a museum. Peggy is
buried in her garden next to her dogs in Venice, as
her “Mexican” friend, Robert Brady, is in Cuer  na -
vaca. Brady’s portrait of her hangs in the Cuer -
na vaca house. It is an unusual, full-length portrait
of Peggy wearing outrageous sun glasses and sur-
rounded by her dogs. This and other paintings by
Brady were exhibited in Europe and the United
States before he left the Old World for the New
in 1961.
Attracted by the exotic, the foreign and the

colorful, in 1961 Brady visited Mexico and fell in
love with the country. From then on he consid-
ered Mexico his “spiritual home.” The following
year, he purchased an old house called Casa de la
Torre at number 4 Netzahualcóyotl Street, adja-

cent to Cuernavaca’s magnificent Cathedral. Ori g -
inally, the house was part of a Franciscan monas -
tery built by the conquering Spaniards in the
mid-sixteenth century. During the 24 years that
Brady lived there, he dedicated much time and
effort to the colorful decoration of the house and
the iconoclastic placing of his art.
The Casa de la Torre became the perfect set-

ting for the artist to work in and —gracious host
that he was— to entertain in. Brady continued
to paint until the early 1970s, when he started
designing large colorful tapestries which he had
woven by a family of craftsmen from the
town of Chicon cuac. Guest books in the
Ca sa de la Torre read like a collection of
theater playbills, glittering with names
like Rudolf Nureyev, Lily Pons, Sophia
Loren, Dolores del Río, Alfred Lunt,
Lynn Fontanne, Erich Fromm, Octa vio
Paz, Da vid Hockney, Brady’s close friend,
Jose phine Baker, and his devoted neigh-
bor, Helen Ha yes. The list is punctuated
with the names of diplomats, artists and jet set-
ters, many of whom have returned to the house
since it became a museum. At first they are

Museums

Clay figures from the state of Guerrero. The main patio.
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taken aback to see that so little has changed and
they almost expect their former host to greet them
warmly as he always did.
Brady not only produced art but collected it
as well. He collected everything from Ba linese
masks, Senufo chairs, pre-Colum bian pieces
and African padlocks to canvases by interna -
tionally well-known painters. Unswayed by
trends and fashions, Brady acquired only
what he liked and for this reason the many
pieces in his eclectic collection have mar-
velous consistency. Brady’s eye —his love
of color, design, pattern and form—
served to unite the seemingly unrelated
objects. Some of the juxtapositions of
the art are startling: Hui chol beaded
doves perch atop a beaded table from
Ca me   roon; Mex   ican colonial carved cru   -
ci fixes hang beside similar images from
Puer to Rico, Nige ria and Italy; a French
wooden doll of Jo sephine Baker clad only
in her fa mous ba nana skirt stands beside
an Afri can female Fanti figure. Was this
whimsy or insight? Pro bably both.
The collection on exhibition in the Brady

Museum numbers more than 1,200 pieces.

Among the best-known artists represented are
Rufino Tama yo, Frida Kahlo, Graham Suther -
land, Marsden Hartley, Milton Avery, Paul Klee,
Maurice Prendergast and Mi guel Covarrubias.
Curiously, some of the Mexican art was acquired
in the United States and returned to its country
of origin —for example, Rufino Tamayo’s out-
standing 1937 “Still Life” which hangs in the
bright yellow living room. Fine examples of anony -
mous carvings and canvases from colonial Mex -
ico abound, as do first-rate pieces of tribal art
fromAfrica, Oceania and the Americas, enlivened
by Mongolese belts, Nepa lese goddesses and
Egyptian Faience figures.

Bedroom.The kitchen.

Mali, harvest fertility symbol.

Unswayed by trends 
and fashions, Brady acquired 
only what he liked, and for this 

reason the many pieces in his eclectic
collection have marvelous consistency.
His love of color, design, pattern and 

form served to unite the 
seemingly unrelated 

objects.
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After Brady’s death in June 1986, prepara-
tions began for converting the private residence
into a public museum. Two parallel founda-
tions were established: the Robert Brady Foun -
 dation in Mexico and a similar non-profit orga-
nization in the United States, both supported
by private donations.
Once the legal structure was in place, work

began on the house and the collection, which
needed repair, cleaning and restoration. Although
Cuernavaca’s much acclaimed year-round “eter-
nal spring” is kind to residents, the voracity of
the local termites offsets the meteorological
benevolence. The adobe walls of the sixteenth-

century structure were sound but most of the
beams in the roofs were hollow, and many
wooden statues and frames had been invaded
by the local vermin. A team of skilled restorers
from the National Institute of Anthropology
and History in Cuernavaca worked for more
than two years conserving and restoring the art,
while a crew of architects, masons and carpen -
ters worked on the structure. Paintings were
relined, frames and mats replaced, the dam-
aged beams changed and electronic security and
museum lighting installed. However, while every -
thing was done to preserve the house and its
contents for generations to come, extreme care
was taken to make sure that none of the origi-
nal beauty and symmetry of Brady’s house was
altered, so that visitors will find this unique
collector’s item intact.
The house-museum is open to the general

public from Tuesday to Sunday 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.
It has a small cafe in the main patio, a gift shop
and an audiovisual projection room. Several
areas are available for private luncheons and
dinners. In 1999 the museum re ceived over
24,000 visitors from Mexico and foreign
countries.

Covered terrace filled with primitive art, mostly pre-Columbian and African.The pool.
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F
ine dust that clung to your whole
body had been a problem for the
last part of the long trip, partic-

ularly for those at the end of the caravan.
It was the intense heat, however, some -
times as high as 43 degrees Celsius, that
had made the journey so hard. Major
Edgar A. Mearns wiped the sweat from
his face and was glad to see the San
Luis Mountains on the horizon, the bor-
der between New Mexico in the United

States and Chihuahua and Sonora in
Mexico. The scenery was surprising -
ly beautiful: wide plains dotted with
mountains like islands; the fauna, abun -
dant and magnificent. He decided to
camp in a poplar-filled gallery forest near
a seasonal stream, and stay a few days.
Mearns was the army surgeon in charge
of the health of the American mission of
the U.S.-Mexico Inter national Boundary
Co mmi ssion. His interest in natural his -
tory had prompted him to obtain per-
mission from the U.S. government to
also collect plants and animals between

1892 and 1894 as the commission set
the monuments that would mark the new
boundaries between the two countries.
During his work at the San Luis Moun -
tains camp, he was able to observe mula
deer, white-tailed deer, peccaries, great
herds of pronghorn antelope, bighorn
sheep, wolves, black and grey bear, beaver
and many other mammal species. How -
ever, what surprised him the most were
the immense prairie-dog towns (Cynomys
ludovicianus) stretching for hundreds
of kilometers. In the foothills of the San
Luis Mountains and in the Las Animas

The Prairie Dogs of Chihuahua
Their Biological Importance 

And Conservation
Gerardo Ceballos*
Jesús Pacheco**

* Researcher at the UNAMEcology Institute.
** Biologist working at the UNAM Ecology

Institute.
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Valley in New Mexico, he found a town
of millions of prairie dogs, a sight he
would never forget.

INHABITANTS OF THE PRAIRIES

Prairie dogs are mammals of the squir-
rel family (Sciuridae); they have stocky
little bodies and weigh about one kilo-
gram. Mexico is home to two of the
five species of this kind of rodent: the
Mexican prairie dog (Cynomys mexi-
canus) and the black-tailed prairie dog
(Cynomys ludovicianus). The Mexican
prairie dog is endemic to Mexico and
lives in an area of less than 1,000 square
kilometers in the states of San Luis Po -
tosí, Nue vo León and Coahuila. The
black-tailed prairie dog is the species
that has spread the most in the hemi-
sphere, living as it does in the area from
southern Canada to northern Mexico,
where it inhabits exclusively the grass-
lands of northwest Chihuahua and north-
east Sonora.

The prairie dogs’ color varies be tween
a yellowish and a reddish grey buff
—sprinkled with black hairs here and
there— their bellies are lighter and the
ends of their tails are black. They are
herbivore rodents with semi-digging
habits, their ability to dig being one of
their most noteworthy characteristics.
Their burrows form elaborate tunnels
up to 34 meters long and five meters
deep, with a variable number of cham-
bers used for different purposes. The
earth that they dig out of their tunnels
is accumulated at the entrance to the
burrows, forming cone-like mounds,
giving their colonies a very special look.
Among other things, these mounds serve
both as observation posts to detect the
presence of predators and as barriers
to protect them from hail and rain dur-

ing the frequent downpours that com-
pletely flood the prairie during the rainy
season.

Prairie dogs are gregarious creatures:
they live in groups of thousands and
even millions, which has an important
impact on the structure and composi-
tion of prairie vegetation. They have a
high degree of social organization; their
behavior is one of the most important
factors for their adaptation and survival

in the great prairies. The colonies, also
called “towns,” are made up of family
groups usually composed of an adult
male, from one to four adult females
and their young under the age of two.
These family groups display very aggres -
sive territorial behavior vis-à-vis other
groups, with the males in constant alert
to keep other males out of their territory.

Another aspect of prairie dogs’ gregar -
ious life is their communication through
different “calls.” This keeps them in
contact with the rest of the colony and
also prevents attacks by predators. When

a predator enters the colony, the sen-
tinel makes a sound like a bark, which
is what gave them their name. This
sound indicates to the predator that
he/she has been discovered and alerts
the other prairie dogs, who quickly run
back to their burrows. A few minutes
later, they cautiously peep out of their
holes to inspect the horizon and renew
their activities. Other behavioral traits
in volve corporal contact between indi-

viduals, whether it be touching noses,
bodies or occasionally incisors to iden-
tify or recognize each other. 

CURRENT DISTRIBUTION

Mearns did not know it, but when he
visited the San Luis Mountains, dense-
ly populated colonies of prairie dogs still
occupied about 400 million hectares of
grasslands. That would change drastical-
ly in the following decades. By the 1960s,
their distribution had been reduced by

Ecology
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98 percent, and they only occupied about
600,000 fragmented, isolated hectares
of prairie lands. By 1980, it had already
been decades since the last colonies in
Arizona and New Mexico had been exter -
minated. What had happened to the
prairie dogs in Chihuahua? The latest
available reports —from 1972— situated
them in the Casas Grandes area, on the
plains near the San Luis Mountains. 

In 1988, we organized an expedition
to Chihuahua to search for them. We
decided to use Nuevo Casas Grandes as
a base camp. Grasslands around the city
are scanty, most having been turned into
fields for cultivation, which means that
very little of the natural environment
survives. Approxima tely 60 kilometers
north of Nuevo Casas Grandes is Janos,
a town we passed through on the way to
the mountains along a dirt road in terri-
ble condition. Lost in the labyrinth of
dirt roads, we left several Mennonite
towns and collective ejido farms behind.
The landscape was a mix of brambles
and different kinds of grass, with cattle
scattered as far as the eye could see. After

several hours on the road, as the sun
began to set, when we had almost lost
hope, the landscape began to change.
Little by little the arid brambles began
to break up giving way to a huge prairie,
sprinkled with mounds and countless
prairie dogs. The spectacle was amazing.
We had found the prairie dogs of Chi -
huahua, a complex made up of hundreds
of towns and millions of animals. We
called it Janos-Nuevo Casas Grandes.
We did not know then that we were
looking at the last great prairie-dog town
in the hemisphere, a scene out of the
nineteenth century.

AN ECOLOGICALLY KEY SPECIES

Prairie dogs are closely associated with
prairies and grasslands, which are char -
acterized by grass and low bush. Their
towns are usually surrounded by high
grass and brambles with abundant bush-
es. They are considered an ecologically
key species because when they estab-
lish themselves in colonies thousands-

or millions-strong, they have a great
impact: they change the landscape, in -
crease environmental heterogeneity,
and have an impact on biological diver-
sity. Their activities, par ticularly digging
burrows and destroying high, standing
vegetation, have a direct in flu ence on
the environment’s physi cal cha racter is -
tics, on the physical and chem ical prop -
erties of the soil, on the hydrological
cycle, on the structure of vegetation, the
decomposition of vegetable matter and
on the specific interaction of vertebrates
and invertebra tes. Prairie dogs are essen -
tial for maintaining grasslands and
imped ing desertification and the inva-
sion of mesquite, since they destroy
both mes quite and other plants that
invade grasslands and that proliferate
in over-grazed areas.

The environmental heterogeneity
caused by prairie dogs’ foraging and
burrowing activities propitiates colo-
nization and permanent residence of
many species of vertebrates and are
the basis for maintaining regional bio-
logical diversity. In the Janos-Nuevo
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Casas Grandes Complex, species such
as the bison (Bison bison), the badger
(Taxidea taxus), the kit fox (Vulpes velox),
the golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), the
bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus),
the ferruginous hawk (Buteo regalis),
the burrowing owl (Athene cunicular-
ia) and the mountain plover (Chara -
drius montanus) are closely dependent
on the prairie dog towns.

THE CONSERVATION OF PRAIRIE DOGS

Since we found the Janos-Nuevo Casas
Grandes Complex prairie-dog towns, we
have carried out different studies in the
area about these animals’ distribution
and ecology with our colleagues Eric
Mellink, Rurik List, Patricia Manzano,
Mario Rollo, Andrés García, Erika Marcé
and Georgina Santos. These studies have
shown that these colonies constitute
the largest remaining prairie-dog com-
plex in North America, covering almost
40,000 hectares. However, this area is
diminishing due to the deterioration

and fragmentation of their habitat. This
brings with it a loss in the biological
diversity associated with their colonies.
The fragmentation of these colonies
makes them susceptible to extinction
through disease, in-breeding or natural
catastrophe. The study and preservation
of the prairie dogs of the Janos-Nuevo
Casas Grandes Complex could be the
basis for the design and instrumenta-
tion of management programs suited to
maintaining the grasslands in the short,
medium and long term, which would
benefit both wild animal species and
local inhabitants. The project’s goal is to
establish a biosphere reserve that would
permit the conservation of regional bio-
diversity, the preservation of the native
ecosystem and the maintenance of evo-
lutionary processes.
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I
n contrast with other literary genres like nar-
rative and poetry, Mexican theater boasts a
large group of women writers who fortunate-

ly have not made women’s questions a leitmotif.
From Sor Juana in the seventeenth century to

today, women playwrights have told their stories
from a more universal perspective. In the twenti-
eth century, figures like Elena Garro and Luisa Jo -
sefina Hernández opened the way for new gener-
ations. Sabina Berman, Beatriz Novaro, Bertha
Hiriart, Leonor Azcárate, Elena Guiochins and
Carmina Narro are only examples.
Narro is worth taking a closer look at. She is

a young writer who in a relatively short time has

managed to consolidate her own presence and
a very particular voice. Carmina Narro writes
mainly in two genres, modern tragedy and com-
edy. She always uses a realistic setting, jettison-
ing easy metaphors and turning to her characters’
complex internal psychological world, where
conflicts originate from their most intimate con -
tradictions and primary emotions, evolving to
create unique personalities.
In Credencial de escritor (Writer’s Cre den -

tials), Narro explores conflicting emotions: ambi-
tion and envy clash with gratitude and duty. A
literature teacher with three students endows a
scholarship for studying in Paris. This source of
dissension shakes the characters’ little world,
bringing them face to face with their own most

From the Theater of the Unloved
Rodrigo Johnson Celorio*

*Mexican stage director.
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profound pettiness. The professor, on the other
hand, personifies power and the authority fig-
ure, manipulating the situation to his liking, exer -
cising unlimited dominance.
In contrast with Eugène Ionesco’s The Lesson,

Carmina Narro unmasks the depravity of power
in ordinary daily life in the classroom. Violence
becomes internal and a bitter sense of humor
wanders freely through the vicissitudes of the
human comedy.
Carmina Narro is also an actress and direc-

tor. A play she has directed was recently running
in Mexico City: Mexican Beauty (el armario)
(Mexican Beauty [The Wardrobe]), written by
Alejandro Cabáñez, a young writer who is her
student at the Writers’ Association of Mexico
(Sogem) school.
Narro has directed all her plays and, while it

would be good if in the future other directors
took over, clearly the productions have bene -
fited her writing, created for actors, the lines
direct, thought out for the stage with simple
spaces, unity of time and rigorous structure.
Her plays invite staging, with human stories to
challenge the actors and few production re -
quirements.
In contrast with other playwrights of her

generation, Narro’s theater keeps its distance
from fantasy and the historical. Her stories devel-
op in the contemporary world and her charac-
ters are ordinary people. Their thoughts are re -
vealed through keenly honed language and the
extreme situations in which she places the beings
that people her world.
In Aplausos para Mariana (Applause for

Mariana), until now perhaps her most ambi-
tious play, she uses the world of theater dress-
ing rooms to tell a story of desolation, secrets
and guilt. Mariana is an actress of about 40, an
alcoholic whose past includes incest with her
brother who, because he adores her, has be come
her dresser. Here, the play’s director occupies
the place of the teacher, the being with absolute
power who mocks and plays with other people’s
lives, showing just how pathetic senseless autho r -
itarianism is. In her production of Aplausos para

Mariana, Narro had all the characters use ortho -
pedic apparatuses as an image of the fra gility
and the malformations that their internal blocks
cause them.
Toward the end of the play, when we see the

performance that the characters have prepared,
Mariana directs all her hopelessness at the audi -
ence, firing a gun into it, and three members of
the audience fall out of their seats, shot.
Broadening her range and on the opposite

end of the spectrum, Carmina Narro plays with
comedy in ¡Ay mi vida qué tragedia! (Oh, My
Darling, What a Tragedy!), a title reminiscent of
vaudeville —still a favorite with Mexican audi-
ences— in addition to overlapping with drama.
A forty-ish divorced father, Santiago, unex-

pectedly welcomes his 21-year-old daughter into
his home after she had lived with her mother.
The woman he is having a stormy ro mance with
is the same age. The generational clashes and
conflicts within the couple this causes again re -
mind us of the enormous loneliness of the in divi -
dual and his selfishness, all framed with a fine,
biting sense of humor.
As part of a trilogy of short plays about love

relationships, Narro wrote Round de sombras
(Shadow Boxing), which we print in this issue
of Voices of Mexico. The piercing quality of the
subtext becomes decisive, terrible action, in which
once again disfigurement and mutilation are a
constant. As with all her productions, this piece’s
style is somewhat reminiscent of a Chekhovian
tone of deep comedy and modern tragedy, and
Juan Carlos Onetti’s melancholic air marked
by absences. Her characters have nothing left
over; they lack everything. Human beings’ defi -
ciencies and their consequences are a constant
theme in her work. Stories of the lack of love
and hopelessness, which, face to face with a
va cuum, resolve themselves violently. Forceful
endings that, like the outcomes of perfect sto-
ries, knock out the audience which is taken by
surprise.
Carmina Narro is currently preparing the pro -

duction of her most recent play, La luna en es -
corpión (The Moon in Scorpio).

Literature
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B
orn in Los Mochis, Sinaloa, in 1969, Carmina Narro Flores
studied with Héctor Mendoza and Raúl Quintanilla at the
Theater Studies Nucleus. She went on to study playwriting in

Hugo Argüelles’ workshop; theater analysis with Vicente Leñero; and
direction with Juan José Gurrola, with whom she also worked as assis-
tant director. She is also a short story and script writer and an actress.
She has written and directed five of her own productions:
Recuerdos de bruces (Memories of Falling Headlong) (1992), her

first professional work as playwright and director, which won the
Theater Critics Association Salvador Novo Prize for a newcomer;
Credencial de escritor (Writers’ Credentials) (1995), awarded the Bravo
Prize for Best Comedy of the year and published by Tramoya, a theater
magazine edited by Emilio Carballido; Round de sombras (Shadow
Boxing) (1996); Ay mi vida, qué tragedia (Oh, My Darling, What a
Tragedy!) (1997), published in the magazine Documenta CITRU; and
Aplausos para Mariana (Applause for Mariana) (1997).
She also adapted and directed Look Back in Anger by John

Osborne in 1994.
In June 1998, Narro participated in the series of play readings

called “Work in Progress” with her play Memories of Falling Headlong.
She has published short stories in the Sábado (Saturday) supple-

ment of the national daily Unomásuno; in the UNAM’s Los Universitarios
magazine; Galeras (Galley Sheets) published by Fondo de Cultura
Económica; and Nitro and Complot (Conspiracy) magazines, among
others; as well as in anthologies like Látex azul cielo (Sky Blue Latex),
put out by Moho publishers. She has written theater criticism for
Correo Escénico (Stage Newsletter) magazine and scripts for film and
television, including a soap opera (El amor de mi vida [The Love of My
Life], produced by Productora Argos from 1998 to 1999).
In 1999 she taught playwriting at Mexico’s Writers’ Association

(Sogem) school.
Her acting credits include parts in Autos (Cars), by Martín Morales

(1986), for which she won the best actress award at the Fourth
Mexico City Theater Interward Contest; Fefú y sus amigas (Fefú and
Her Friends), by María Irene Fornés (1990); El criminal de Tacuba (The
Criminal of Tacuba), by Víctor Hugo Rascón Banda (1991); Cria turas
del aire (Creatures of the Air), by Fernando Savater with the mono-
logue La gorda Margot (Fat Margot) (1996); and in Ellas solas (All by
Themselves) two Lanford Wilson comedies (The Great Orion Ne -
bulous and The Ludlow Fair) (1997-1998). In addition, she has acted
in different television programs, videos and short subjects.

Carmina Narro Flores
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Shadow Boxing
Carmina Narro

This play opened in 1996 as part of the cycle “In This Corner” at the Contemporary Theater
Forum, run by Ludwig Margules.

Cast:
Andrés Belaunzarán ALVARO GUERRERO
Julia SURIA MCGREGOR

Set and Lighting
Carlos Trejo
Director

Carmina Narro

Scene:
The time is now. On the stage is a long, narrow table, one by nine meters, with two chairs, a can-
delabra with candles, a bottle of red wine and two wine glasses. The upstage end of the table is par-

tially set for an extremely romantic dinner; the audience may sit at the downstage end. 
The room has a coatrack and three doors: one is the entrance, 

and the other two lead to the kitchen and the bedroom. 
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Andrés enters from the kitchen. He is forty-ish,
although it is difficult to be exact about it. He
brings in two table settings and table napkins.
He is so meticulous setting the table it becomes
exasperating. He exits to the bedroom.

There is a knock at the door, and a few moments
later Julia enters after opening with her own
keys. She is wearing a mini-skirted tailored suit
and a trench coat. She is in her early thirties. 
Andrés comes in wearing a bow tie.

JULIA: And those glasses?
ANDRÉS: I bought them today, for today.
JULIA: I bought these shoes, but not for

today.
ANDRÉS: You don’t have to tell me that. 

(Julia takes off her coat and moves toward the
coatrack.)

JULIA: Does it still fall over?
ANDRÉS: No, I fixed it.

(She hangs her coat on the coatrack, which falls
over from the weight.)

ANDRÉS: Fuck!
JULIA: Forget it. It’s okay.

ANDRÉS: I swear I did fix it —I thought— for
today.

JULIA: I’ll put it on the chair.

ANDRÉS: No, wait, I’ll put it in the bedroom.

(Andrés exits. Julia looks with almost impercep-
tible deprecation at the set table. Andrés enters.)

JULIA: So you’ve had a lot of free time...
ANDRÉS: Yeah, I’ve hardly gone to the lab.
JULIA: Did you have a relapse?

ANDRÉS: No, I gave myself a vacation. But do
sit down, please.

JULIA: I thought you were never going to
say it. 

ANDRÉS: Why do I have to say it? This is your
house.

JULIA: That’s news.
ANDRÉS: It’s in your name.
JULIA: Then you should pay me rent. (Pause.)

Sorry. Could you pour me some wine? 
ANDRÉS: It has to breathe.
JULIA: More?

ANDRÉS: No, of course not.

(He pours her a glass of wine.)

JULIA: Well, I wanted to talk... 
ANDRÉS: I made duck in plum sauce with

applesauce.
JULIA: Too sweet.

ANDRÉS: ... and sauerkraut.
JULIA: Why red wine, then?

ANDRÉS: You don’t like white. 
JULIA: You eat fowl with ... 

ANDRÉS: With the wine of your choice!
(Pause.) Sorry. 

JULIA: How have you been doing?
ANDRÉS: Not good. 
JULIA: Mmmmm...

ANDRÉS: I haven’t been doing well at all, Julia.
JULIA: You haven’t asked me how your son is.

ANDRÉS: If something were wrong, by this time
you’d have had me hunted down and
locked up.

(After a moment, Julia laughs spontaneously.)



Literature

115

ANDRÉS: Lately, I’ve come to the conclusion
that the only reason you married me
was that I made you laugh.

JULIA: It’s a good reason.
ANDRÉS: For you, maybe. Shall I serve dinner?
JULIA: No, not yet. I’m not that hungry.

(Julia goes to pour herself some wine. Andrés
gets up.)

ANDRÉS: Let me.
JULIA: No, please, don’t Andrés. (Pause.)

Don’t try so hard...
ANDRÉS: No, no way. (He gives her the bottle.)

You do it. 

(Pause.)
JULIA: I called you at the lab because I

wasn’t going to come, but you say
you’re on vacation.

ANDRÉS: Yes, I was at the lab.
JULIA: The answering machine picked up. 

ANDRÉS: Yeah.
JULIA: Why didn’t you answer?

ANDRÉS: Because I was with the rats. My lit-
tle rats.

JULIA: That’s why you didn’t answer?
ANDRÉS: I was petting them, well, one of them. 
JULIA: What?

ANDRÉS: Well, I was going to .... operate on
her. I told you about this.

JULIA: No, you never told me you went to
the lab to pet rats.

ANDRÉS: The little things know it when
you’re going to kill them, and I have
to pet them so they feel you love
them before you open up their little
bellies. Fuck! I work with them, how
can I not love them? I cry a lot when
I open up their heads and eyes.
Their little eyes...

JULIA: So you cry over the rats...
ANDRÉS: Yes.
JULIA: Mmmmm.

(Short pause.)

ANDRÉS: Shall I serve dinner?
JULIA: Please, you’re talking about disem-

boweled rats and you want me to
have dinner.

ANDRÉS: It’s the only thing I can talk about.
JULIA: And your assistant? Why didn’t she

answer?
ANDRÉS: I fired her.
JULIA: Why?

ANDRÉS: Because she put a wheel in their
cage. You know, the kind they make
spin themselves when they walk. 

JULIA: That’s why you fired her? She did it
so they could have some fun.

ANDRÉS: You don’t understand.
JULIA: What don’t I understand?

ANDRÉS: I’ve never seen anything crueler.
JULIA: Well, if you took them for a ride on

a roller coaster you might lose them.
ANDRÉS: Don’t you understand? They run and

run endlessly believing they’re going
somewhere and never move from that
spot ... and then I come around with
my scalpel... 

JULIA: Oh now, don’t start crying...
ANDRÉS: No, I’ve learned to control myself.
JULIA: Andres, I wanted to talk about...

ANDRÉS: Not hungry yet? 
JULIA: No. I want to talk to you.

ANDRÉS: We are talking.
JULIA: It’s always the same.

ANDRÉS: Julia, you know...
JULIA: I can’t live with you. I can’t. Do you

understand that?
ANDRÉS: Why not? We live in the same city.
JULIA: I tried my best, my very best.
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ANDRÉS: Where have I heard that? Where
have I heard that?

JULIA: I did everything possible...
ANDRÉS: Curiously enough, the only one who

believes in those “possiblities” is you.
JULIA: Don’t start, Andrés.

ANDRÉS: Because to me, the only thing clear
are your “impossibilities.” 

JULIA: It doesn’t surprise me that you think
that... It surprises me that you’re treat -
ing me to your duck in plum sauce
—which really is not your forte at all,
by the way— and that you are dumb
enough to come up with the sissy idea
of setting up these ridiculous candles
when the only thing I want is to have
nothing to do with you. Am I mak-
ing myself clear?

ANDRÉS: How’re things at the brokerage house? 
JULIA: Am I making myself clear?

ANDRÉS: At least you’ve learned to say, “Am I
making myself clear?” instead of the
unbearable, “Do you understand?”

JULIA: Yeah, Andrés, whatever you say.

(Andrés gets closer to her.)

ANDRÉS: Julia... (He touches her
gently.) Julia... I’ve put up
with a lot from you, a very
lot. Heavy stuff. You know
it. And you haven’t taken
it into account.

JULIA: Don’t talk to me like that.
ANDRÉS: You have to be with me.

(He moves away from her.)
Do you want more wine?
(He pours. She drinks.)
Drink, drink a bit more.
You’re a better person when
you drink.

JULIA: You can stay here all your
life if you want. The only
thing I need is...

ANDRÉS: When you drink you be -
come more... loving? Don’t
you miss me? Because I
miss myself with you. I
miss “us.”

(Pause.)

JULIA: Your son wants...
ANDRÉS: My son is not invited to this dinner.

(Andrés exits to the kitchen. Julia is tense. He
comes back with snacks on a plate.)

ANDRÉS: How about some crackers with oys-
ter mousse?

(He hands them to her, she eats reluctantly. He
takes out a small dark coloured flask and puts it
on the table. Julia is disconcerted and talks with
her mouth full.)

JULIA: What’s that?
ANDRÉS: Acid.

(Julia spits out the cracker.)

ANDRÉS: What kind of manners are those,
Julia? (Short pause.) Well, I always



Literature

117

knew elegance was not your thing.
Despite your Italian suits. What’s
missing is elegance of the mind.

JULIA: Why do you have that here?
ANDRÉS: I am a biochemist. I’m Andrés Be -

launzarán, glad to meet you.
JULIA: Why do you have that? Why put it

on the table?
ANDRÉS: Are you scared of me?

(Julia gets up and walks to the door.)

JULIA: Have dinner by yourself. Alone. Do
you hear me? Alone.

ANDRÉS: You’d better not think of leaving.
(Pause.) I just want to finish our con -
versation. The duck isn’t bad. If you
don’t want to try it, that’s okay. Sit
down. (Pause. Julia sits down.) You don’t
treat a man who had cooked for you
like that. I’m ashamed of you, Julia.
“Julia.” What a lovely name.

JULIA: What’s this all about? Please tell me.
ANDRÉS: Let’s say it’s because of the fuzz on

your cheeks. I remember once, I came
home late and you were asleep. Driving
through the city I kept thinking I
would catch you in my bed with
another man. I came in, you weren’t
with anybody else and you had left
the light on. I took my shoes off so
as not to waken you, and I crawled
to the bed on all fours to smell you
to find out if you had been fucking
somebody. And, oh, yes, you smelled
of sex, but then I saw fuzz on your
cheeks. I came closer, just a cen-
timeter away from your face to see
it... See it... Your breathing filled the
room. You woke up and let out a
tremendous cry. (Pause.) Such bad
taste. Remember?

JULIA: How can I forget. 
ANDRÉS: You want a cracker?
JULIA: No, thanks.

ANDRÉS: No acid in them.

JULIA: What are you getting at, Andrés?
ANDRÉS: Do I have to be getting at something?

Ever since you arrived, you’ve been
unsociable. 

JULIA: I don’t believe anyone could be
sociable with you. 

ANDRÉS: Why? Because I haven’t fucked the
whole neighborhood? That’s why I’m
not sociable? I’m not sociable be cause
I can’t stand people. I don’t need them.
You need people because you can’t
go through life surrounded by mir-
rors so you can look at yourself all
the time.

JULIA: Why do you want us to be together?
To get back at me because I never
loved you?

ANDRÉS: I know you love me. But I have to
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protect you against yourself. (Pause.)
Unbutton your blouse. (Pause.) I said,
unbutton your blouse.

JULIA: No.
ANDRÉS: No?
JULIA: I’m not doing anything with you.

ANDRÉS: Neither am I. Show me your breasts.
(Pause.) Though it is interesting to
sleep with a woman who has been
in the bed of every man she ever met.

JULIA: You talk as if you really cared. I’m
not going to feel guilty about it at this
stage of the game.

ANDRÉS: I don’t believe you left a single
friend of mine alive. 

JULIA: You don’t have any friends.
ANDRÉS: Show me your breasts.

(Julia gets up to leave.)    

ANDRÉS: You want me to smack you?  Do you
know how many times I’d rather you
hit me instead of having to listen to
your insults? You know why? Be cause
I’ll never be able to forget them. I do
have a good memory. (Pause.) If you
stay the shock might give me amnesia. 

JULIA: I’d rather die.
ANDRÉS: “I’d rather die.” You’re so cheap, real-

ly. Stop looking at that bloody flask
and pay attention to me!

JULIA: You’re the cheap one. You’ve always
settled for a little attention.

(Pause.)

ANDRÉS: Julia, Julia, Julia... It would be good
if so much pain were to some pur-
pose... if it went somewhere... or
became something beautiful... but I
don’t believe it would, really. I’ve
always wanted the impossible...

(Pause.)

ANDRÉS: I know I’ll always miss you. But it
doesn’t really matter. Believe me. I’ll
be just fine.

(Pause.)

ANDRÉS: I’ll get your coat.

(Andrés goes to the bedroom while Julia breathes
a sigh of relief. He comes back and opens the
coat behind her, but Julia is uneasy about him
being behind her.)

ANDRÉS: Please...

(Julia accepts with mistrust. Andrés takes a rag
with chloroform out of his trouser pocket and
puts it over her face. They struggle a while until
she passes out. Then he sits her carefully on a
chair that by this time must be with its back to
the audience. He takes out a rope and quickly
ties her hands and feet to the chair. He sits in
front of her and looks at her for a moment, tak-
ing a large drink of wine from his glass, He gets
up and nimbly picks up the flask of acid and
pours it on Julia’s face without looking at her.
Julia screams horribly, tries to free herself, but it’s
useless. Slowly she becomes still.)

ANDRÉS: You’re going to have to understand,
that the way you look now, I’m the
only one who can still love you. 

( Fade out.)
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Tema y variaciones de literatura 14
“Espejos y reflejos: literatura chicana”
(Literature, Theme and Variations 14
“Mirrors and Reflections: Chicano Literature”)
División de Ciencias Sociales y Humanidades
Autonomous Metropolitan University, 
Azcapotzalco Campus
Mexico City, September 2000, 431 pp.

As part of the variety of styles and diversity of focuses
that a magazine must include, this publication brings

us everything from analytically and theoretically rigorous
essays and critiques to less formal, more polemical texts and
interviews. They all make for useful reading, necessary for
any student of the topic, as well as for Chicanos themselves,
who continue to be partly Mexican.
The articles, by specialists from Mexico, the United

States, South America and Europe, analyze mainly the

images of Chicanos and Mexicans from both their perspec-
tives to see whether they are reflections or distortions,
although they don’t only focus on questions of otherness
and difference between Chicano and Mexican realities or
between the Chicano and Anglo realities.
As its title suggests, this issue of the magazine examines

variations on the theme of literature, a history of Chicano
literature, critiques of novels, poetry and stories, as well as
theoretical linguistic studies and inquieries into Chicano
culture in general, thinking about the historical-political
importance of Chicano-ness as a social movement and the
relationship between literature and film and the visual arts.
The articles warn against falling into the relativism of

thinking too much about difference, an absurd, ironic atti-
tude common among Chicanos and Mexicans that stems
from their mutual fears, particularly the fear of meeting up
with the “other” who furiously demands its own identi -
ty/authenticity. That is the worst mistake we could make, a
mistake arising from exaggerated nationalism on the part of
Chicanos and Mexicans alike “Life ... has no specific natio n -
ality, race or language,” says Ignacio Trejo Fuentes on page
231 in his study of novelist John Rechy.
From very different perspectives, the authors of these

essays contribute to averting a clash of passions and try to
continue to build bridges of knowledge. Without simply
using the cliché according to which more things unite than
divide us, the writers not only analyze, critique, study and
create different genres of literature, but also seek to destroy
myths and erase cultural borders —whether real or imagi-
nary— thereby crossing borders through literature.
The general view in these essays is that Chicano litera-

ture should be analyzed as a vital part of U.S. American lit-
erature, given the way it reflects the Chicano struggle for
civil rights. Specific studies, like those of poets “Corky”
Gonzales and Tito Villanueva, are outstanding in their pro-
fundity and present novel outlooks.
Joaquina Rodríguez Plaza’s study of Daniel Venegas’ Las

aventuras de don Chipote o cuando los pericos mamen (The

Reviews
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Adventures of Don Chipote, or, When Parakeets Suckle)
(1928) situates it as a picaresque novel. Oscar Mata exem -
plifies the so-called “epic of misery” in Miguel Méndez’s
Peregrinos de Aztlán (Pilgrims from Aztlán) (1974); and
Ezequiel Maldonado classifies Klail City y sus alrededores
(Klail City and Environs) (1976) by the “Chicano Faulkner”
Rolando Hinojosa as mature literature.
Other articles include a very original text about the

Chicano character Jack Mendoza in José Revueltas’ novel
Los motivos de Caín (Cain’s Reasons), and Ignacio Trejo
Fuentes comments about John Rechy’s novel City of Night
(1963) that a great many young Chicanos today do not
speak Spanish, are not interested in learning it or in the
questions that concern Chicano communities committed to
the quest for an identity.
The chronology at the end of the magazine that spans lit-

erature from Cabeza de Vaca’s Naufragios (Shipwrecks)

(1542) to Guillermo Gómez-Peña’s The New World Border
(1996) is very useful.
The section with original literature offers five poems by

Alfonso Rodríguez, three short stories and a brief piece in
English, a contemporary metaphor about Chicano-ness,
and two essays on novels centering on detective stories and
the affairs of the different Chicano communities. 
Regarding “the history both shared and rejected” (p. 53),

we find very well documented essays about the Chicano
community’s passive and active resistance in the face of
political and economic repression in the United States.
The magazine is proof of how a perspective as different

from  that of the social sciences as that of the arts can teach
us a great deal about one facet of life in the society of our
neighbor to the north: the life of the Chicano community.

Teresita Cortés Díaz
Staff writer
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Análisis de los efectos del Tratado de Libre
Comercio en la economía mexicana: una visión 

sectorial a cinco años de distancia

In our last issue we printed a review of this book.

Unfortunately, the information about the author was

incomplete: José Luis Valdés Ugalde, in addition to being

the research director, is also the author and editorial

coordinator.
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