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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines Mexican Indian education policy, 1876-1910, in 

its political, economic, and social context, in order to ascertain the 

reasons for its lack of success. In 1876, Mexico was a nation of more 

than eight million inhabitants, two-thirds of whom claimed at least 

partial Indian ancestry. Although policy-makers and intellectuals fre-

quently stressed the importance of education for the national unity of 

Mexico, very little was accomplished in Indian education. 

The first chapter presents the historical background to the period 

under investigation. It traces the history of educational thinking and 

legislation from Independence to 1876, and follows the central govern-

ment's struggle to control education. It looks at the political climate 

of the times and notes the changes made by Mexican liberals in order to 

deal with the need for political stability and economic progress after 

half a century of civil war and foreign intervention. The chapter par-

ticularly deals with Gabino Barreda and his role in introducing an adap-

tation of Comte's positivism to Mexican liberalism. 

In chapter two, the economic situation of the Indians is searched 

for explanations of the lack of progress in Indian education. It exam-

ines some of the consequences of Mexico's choice of a form of dependent 

capitalism, particularly the repercussions on the Indians. Of special 

interest are the land colonization policies, which amounted to the pri-

vatization of Indian lands and catered to foreign interests. It also 
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observes the Indian agrarian rebellions and the government responses. 

An overview of the thinking of influential policy-makers and educa-

tors on the Indian question is provided in chapter three. It presents 

the various points of view on racial differences, and describes the dis-

cussion of alternatives considered, such as foreign iinimigration and the 

education of the Indians. 

The fourth chapter summarizes the education policies and their 

effects, in practice, on the Indians. It also includes an experiment in 

education which was carried out in Veracruz, to illustrate the existence 

of alternative approaches to the problem. 

The thesis surveys the political and economic issues of the period, 

and shows the priorities of the Mexican government and the practical li-

mitations of implementing a coherent Indian education policy. 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the period known as the Porfiriato1 (1876-1910), which was 

Mexico's most significant era of industrialization and modernization 

before the Mexican Revolution, education was emphatically and widely 

acknowledged as an indispensable instrument for achieving national unity 

and for extending the influence of the state into every remote village 

of the nation. 2 At the time, Mexico was a nation in which over two-

thirds of the population claimed at least partial Indian ancestry. Of 

a total population of over fifteen million in 1910, fifteen percent were 

still monolingual speakers of one of the 150 languages spoken in the 

country. 3 This was also a period when Mexico was recovering from a long 

period of civil conflict and foreign military intervention, and when it 

embarked upon an era of modernization which dramatically affected its 

economic, social, and political development. The place of Mexico's In-

dians, and their role in the national destiny, would become closely 

linked to basic policy and practice of Indian education during the Por-

firiato. It is a topic which has mostly been overlooked in the histori-

cal literature, and which has not attracted significant attention by 

either national or non-national scholars. 

The Mexican historiography of the jDeriod is relatively vast and 

comprehensive in terms of political and economic development,4 but seem-

ingly insignificant in terms of a discussion of the question of Indian 
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education. Writers who do discuss education policies, such as Ernesto 

Meneses Morales5 and Josefina Vzquez de Knauth,6 concentrate on the 

philosophical and political aspects. Meneses, in Tendencias educativas  

oficiales en Mexico 1821-1911 (1983), focuses on the development of a 

philosophy of education rather than on the history of Mexican education 

as a whole. Although it is the most comprehensive and recent work on 

education which deals with the Porfiriato, he mostly ignores the social 

and economic factors in the evolution of education policy. Vzquez, in 

Nacionalismo y educaci6n (1970), is mostly interested in the relation-

ship betweem state-controlled education and nationalism. She traces the 

history of the Mexicans' search for their origins, and the state's use 

of an official version of history to instil a sense of national unity 

in the students. She limits her study to political and philosophical 

factors, and does not analyze the socioeconomic forces which influenced 

education. What both of these writers fail to do is to present a coher-

ent picture which would allow for placing the Indian education question 

into the larger context of economic and social developments. Much of the 

national writing is even less focused on this matter, indicated by the 

works of Carlos Alvear Acevedo, Isidro Castillo, Francisco Larroyo, Fidel 

Ortega Martinez, Abraham Talavera, and Leopoldo Zea, who treat such is-

sues indirectly, or as peripheral concerns. 7 

Non-national, particularly English-language works, provide similar-

ly inadequate treatment of the matter of Indian education. The most im-

portant writer to date, Mary Kay Vaughan, does place central importance 

on social and economic factors, but makes little mention of Indian educa-

tion. 8 In her book, The State, Education, and Social Class in Mexico, 

1880-1928 (1982), she compares the education policies of the Porfiriato 
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with the policies after the Mexican Revolution, concluding that there is 

much more continuity between the two periods than was previously thought. 

She describes the common element of using education for national develop-

ment and national integration, and as a means of social control. One of 

her main criticisms of Mexican education policy during those time periods 

is that educators and policy-makers ignored the need to transform society 

and improve the lot of the poor if the goals of economic progress and 

national integration were to be attained. 9 Other English-language works, 

by authors such as George C. Booth, Cameron Duncan Ebaugh, Clark C. Gill, 

George F. Kneller, George I. Sanchez, and Irma Wilson, are largely out of 

date, and deal only briefly with the Porfiriato, while emphasizing only 

political and philosophical aspects. 10 Also, there is 

of rural or Indian education. 

In addition to the secondary literature, there are the more impor-

tant primary writings of Mexican policy-makers and thinkers. They may 

be seen more as essayists than historical writers, and include individuals 

such as Gabino Barreda, Joaquin Baranda, Justo Sierra, Abraham Castella-

nos, Jose' Diaz Covarrubias, Francisco Pimentel, and Gregorio Torres Quin-

tero. 1' Since they were the actual decision-makers, one would expect 

them to deal more directly with the Indian education question. Gabino 

Barreda, for example, was mostly concerned with training a professional 

elite in order to guide the nation towards economic progress. Indians 

were mostly ignored in favor of European immigration. 12 Justo Sierra 

no real mention 

followed the same pattern in emphasizing the establishment of peace and 

order for the sake of economic progress, after which time education could 

be taken to the masses for the purpose of building national unity. 13 

Carlos Carrillo, on the other hand, was the only educator or policy-
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maker during the Porfiriato who believed that the needs of the poor, and 

especially of. the Indians, had to be first attended to before the nation 

could really progress economically. 14 A close examination of the writ-

ings of these central figures clearly reveals their preoccupation with 

political and philosophical matters. Nevertheless, they do provide im-

portant insights about Mexican society, and ideas about education, de-

spite tending to ignore the Indian education question. 

My examination of available sources for this thesis, and the discov-

ery of the lack of clearly spelled-out policies' regarding Indian educa-

tion, led to the suggestion that perhaps there was no coherent Indian 

education policy during the Porfiriato. Subsequently this has become 

the central theme to be investigated in this thesis. My objective, 

therefore, has been to examine not only what the expressed ideas and 

intentions about education were, but, more importantly, to attempt to 

explain why actual programs of Indian education failed to take effect. 

In order to accomplish this, it became necessary to understand the pre-

Porfirian background, the economic and social factors, the thinking of 

the ideologues, and the policies themselves. 

The first chapter covers the historical background to the Porfiria-

to. It sketches the social, economic, and legal situation of the In-

dians and traces the history of educational thinking and legislation 

from Independence to 1876. What was involved was the struggle of the 

central government to control education. The chapter also deals with 

the political climate of 1867-1876, after many years of civil war and 

foreign intervention. In that context, it examines the concerns of the 

liberal politicians in rebuilding Mexico. Of central importance was 

Juárez' and the liberals' commissioning of Gabino Barreda to initiate 
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a public education policy based on Comte's positivism. The discussion 

also includes a comparison of Mexican liberalism and positivism, and 

analyzes the compromise between the two. In this chapter, explanations 

will be offered concerning the lack of Indian education policy within 

the political context of the beginning of the Porfiriato. 

The second chapter searches for reasons within the economic situa-

tion of the Indians. It observes the factors contributing to economic 

progress, and notes how the policies affected the Indians. Particular 

attention is paid to the land colonization laws made for the pur-

pose of facilitating foreign investment and development of large-scale 

agricultural ventures. Indian responses to the land laws are sur-

veyed, and the scope and nature of Indian uprisings is guaged, 

with special attention given to the cases of the Yaquis in Sonora and 

the Mayas of Yucatan. The causes of the conflict between the govern-

ment and the Indian communities are examined, along with possible causes 

for the lack of a functional Indian education policy. 

The third chapter provides an overview of the thinking of the prom-

inent ideologues and policy-makers of the Porfiriato on the Indian ques-

tion, and on Indian education. The attitudes and predispositions re-

vealed in their thinking could help explain the lack of a cOherent In-

dian education policy. The variety of opinion among the ideologues on 

the question of racial comparisons among whites, Indians, and mestizos  

(mixed race) are shown, as well as the common elements in their 

thinking. Possible consequences of discussing the Indian question in 

terms of race instead of social class are addressed. The chapter 

also examines the various suggestions made by the ideologues 

and educators, particularly in the area of Indian education. Prefer-
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ences and proposals will be searched for clues concerning why a function-

al Indian education policy did not become reality. 

The fourth chapter is concerned with the education policy that did 

exist during the Porfiriato, attempting to sort out the focus and prior-

ities of the administration from the rhetoric. Policies are evaluated 

according to their effects on the Indians, and according to the benefits 

afforded the various sectors of the population. The chapter also in-

cludes a specific example of Indian education carried out in Veracruz, 

to illustrate the alternatives that existed, even within the budget and 

manpower limitations of the Porfiriato. A survey of the statistics helps 

in the evaluation of education policies, and rounds out the picture 

concerning the lack of coherent Indian education policy. 

My own interest in Indian education derives from having lived in 

Indian communities in Mexico, as well as in other Latin American coun-

tries. Firsthand observation of cultural differences between Indians 

and the dominant Latin American society instilled in me a profound con-

cern for the lack of mutual understanding between the two sectors of 

society. Recognition of the tendency of governments to formulate poli-

cies affecting Indian communities without investing sufficient time and 

energy into understanding the worldview and values of the Indians led me 

to investigate the Indian situation in Mexico just prior to the Revolu-

tion. I- chose the government institution of public education in order 

to examine the thinking and priorities of Mexican political administra-

tors. The original intention was to use primary materials dealing with 

concrete aspects of Indian education on the municipal level. The inac-

cessibility of documents on the local and national level, due to the 

lack of cataloguing and indexing of extensive archival collections, 
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caused me to change my focus. The investigation became less field-based, 

and more concerned with the general economic, social, and political con-

ditions of the Porfiriato. As a practical necessity, the primary sources 

that were of importance to this thesis were philosophical essays, and 

documents from the National Congresses of Primary Instruction of 1889-

1891. 

The matter under investigation is the lack of. a functional Indian 

education policy. Of fundamental importance for a proper understanding 

of policy priorities is an examination of the political and economic 

constraints of the time, and the thinking behind policy choices. The 

approach involves studying the liberal ideals of education, as well as 

noting the lack of serious attention to Indian education. Considering 

the eloquent expressions of.concern for rural and Indian education, and 

for national unity, on the part of policy-makers and politicians, a 

dilemma comes into focus. It is the contradiction between the liberal 

ideals for- education and for democracy, and the realities of their 

forcing Indians to integrate into the national economy. 
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NOTES TO INTRODUCTION 

1 Commonly used Spanish words, such as Porfiriato, cientrficos, 
and canipesinos, will be underlined for first usage only. 

2 Joaquin Baranda, Obras del Lic. Joaqun Baranda (M6xico: Tm-
prenta de V. Argüeros, Editor, 1900), pp. 69-71; also, Justo Sierra, 
Obras Completas del maestro Justo Sierra (Mexico: Universidad Nacional 
Aut6noma de Mexico, 1943), Vol. 5, p. 342, Vol. 8, P. 110. 

Moiss Gonzalez Navarro, El Porfiriato: La Vida Social. His-
toria moderna de M6xico., ed. Daniel Cosfo Villegas (Mexico: Editorial 
Hermes, 1957), p. 34. The statistics show the variety of sources and 
figures; but it appears that the percentage of the total population 
that was Indian was around thirty-eight percent all during the Porfiria-
to, and about forty-three percent were mestizo; see also Michael C. 
Meyer and William L. Sherman, The Course of Mexican History 2d ed. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 466, which cites the 
total population growth of 8,743,000 in 1874 to 15,160,000 in 1910, but 
which does not give a racial breakdown. 

Some of the major Spanish language works on this subject are 
Daniel Coslo Villegas, ed., Historia Moderna de M6xico, 9 vols. 
(M6xico: Editorial Hermes, 1960-1963); José C. Valadés, El porfirismo:  
Historia de un regimen, 3 vols. (Mexico, 1941-1947); in English, the 
major works include Thomas Benjamin and William Mc Nellie, Other Mexicos:  
Essays on Regional Mexican History, 1876-1911 (Albuquerque: University 
of New Mexico Press, 1984); Roger D. Hansen, The Politics of Mexican  
Development (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1971); and 
Laurens Ballard Perry, Juarez and Diaz: Machine Politics in Mexico  
(DeKaib: Northern Illinois University Press, 1978). 

Ernesto Meneses Morales, Tendencias Educativas Oficiales en  
Mexico, 1821-1911 (M6xico: Editorial Porrta, 1983). 

6 Josefina Vázquez de Knauth, Nacionalismo y educaci6n en M6xico  
(M6xico: El Colegio de Mexico, 1970). 

Carlos Alvear Acevedo, La educaci6n y la ley: La legislación  
en materia educativa en el Mexico independiente (Mexico: Editorial Jus, 
1962); Isidro Castillo, Mexico y su revolución educativa (Mexico: Edi-
torial Pax-Mexicana, 1965); Francisco Larroyo, Historia coiiiparada de  
la educación en Mexico (Mexico: Editorial Porriia, 1947); Abraham Tala-
vera, Liberalismo y educación, 2 vols. (Mexico: Secretarla de Educa-
ción Piiblica, 1973); Fidel Ortega Martinez, Politica educativa de Mexico  
(Mexico: Editorial Progreso, 1967); and Leopoldo Zea, Del liberalismo  
a la revolución en la educación mexicana (Mexico: Biblioteca del Insti-
tuto Nacional de Estudios Hist6ricos de la Revoluci6n Mexicana, 1956). 

8 Mary Kay Vaughan, The State, Education, and Social Class in  
Mexico, 1880-1928 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1982). 
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Ibid., p. 76. 

10 George C. Booth, Mexico's School-Made Society (Stanford: Stan-
ford University Press, 1941); Cameron Duncan Ebaugh, The National System  
of Education in Mexico (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1931); 
Clark C. Gill, Education ma Changing Mexico (Washington, D. C.: United 
States Department of Health, Education and Welfare, 1969); George F. 
Kneller, The Education of the Mexican Nation (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1951); George I. Sanchez, Mexico: A Revolution by Education  
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1936); and Irma Wilson, Mexico: A  
Century of Educational Thought (New York: Hispanic Institute in the 
United States, 1941). 

11 Baranda, Obras; Gabino Barreda, La educaci6n positivista en  
Mxico (Mexico: Editorial Porrüa, 1978); Gabino Barreda, OpIsculos,  
discusiones y discursos (Mexico: Imprenta del Comercio de Dubln y 
Chavez, 1877); Abraham Castellanos, Reforma escolar mexicana (Mexico: 
A. Carranza y CompaMa, 1907); Jose Diaz Covarrubias, La instrucción  
puThlica en M6xico (Mxico: Imprenta del Gobierno, 1875); Francisco 
Pimentel, Memoria sobre las causas que han originado la situaci6n actual  
de la raza ind1gena de Mexico y medios para remediarla (Mexico, 1864); 
Francisco Pimentel, Obras completas, 5 vols. (Mexico, 1903-1904); Justo 
Sierra, Obras; Justo Sierra, The Political Evolution of the Mexican  
People (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1969); and Gregorio Torres 
Quintero, La instrucci6n rudimentaria en la Republica (Mexico, 1913). 

12 Pimentel, Obras, Vol. e, pp. 133-149; see also T. G. Powell, 
"Mexican Intellectuals and the Indian Question, 1876-1911," Hispanic  
American Historical Review 48 (1968), pp. 19-36. 

13 Sierra, Political Evolution, p. 458. 

14 Carlos A. Carrillo, Artculos pedag6gicos, 2 vols. (Mexico: 
Herrero Hermanos, 1907),Vol. 2, pp. 417-420, cited in Zea, Educación, 
pp. 147-148. 



CHAPTER ONE 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The Indian Question  

Throughout the long colonial era, Spanish legislative policies  

clearly distinguished indigenous roles in terms of identity, privileges, 

and responsibilities. Legally, that clarity became obscured with Inde-

pendence when, in 1822, Mexico's government prohibited classifying cit-

izens according to ethnic origins. 2 In 1826, for example, when the 

town council of a village in Jalisco received an order to divide the 

Indians' conmion lands among the Indians, it was unsure of how to deter-

mine who the "legitimate Indians" were, so it asked the higher authori-

ties. Eventually, the Senate decided that the town council should de-

termine a person's race according to public opinion: It turned out to 

be very simple to apply, in spite of its subjective nature. That fact, 

however, made it clear that people knew who was "Indian," and that the 

distinctions were based more on indicators of social class than on 

physical characteristics. 3 

In 1896, the, Chamber of Deputies discussed a particular law grant-

ing lands to the Indians. One person suggested that the word "Indian" 

be dropped, feeling it was shameful to make a distinction that was not 

established by law. The matter was settled by changing the word 

"Indians" to "poor laborers," because "the issue was not to show favor-

itism to a particular social class by virtue of race, but by virtue of 

10 
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poverty, and with the motive of improving those pieces of property. ,4 

Certainly, by the end of the Porfiriato, "Indian" meant the person at 

the bottom of the social ladder. Indians were peasants (campesinos), 

separated from mestizo campesinos only by language, and by degree of 

integration into the national economy. 5 

After the Ayutla revolution of 1854, led by Benito Juarez, the 

liberals began efforts to develop Mexico along the, lines of North Atlan-

tic capitalism. To this end, they passed laws aimed at reforming the 

three major corporations which hindered the process: the Church, the 

military, and the Indian communities. The Ley Lerdo of 1856 forced the 

Church and the Indian communities to divide their lands into smaller 

plots, to be sold privately. The stated intention was to create a na-

tion of small landholders, but the real result was to allow large land-

holders to increase their holdings at the expense of the Indians and 

small landholders. 6 This produced a larger number of landless peasants, 

who frequently revolted against the landowners,.into whose hands the 

control of land was being concentrated. Since the Mexican government's 

economic development plan depended on foreign investment, one of the 

fundamental aims of the government was to maintain an appearance of law 

and order, to assure safe investment for the foreign investors. 

As land takeovers increased, the threat of large scale Indian 

agrarian revolts (caste wars) also increased. In 1856, the French 

ambassador to Mexico informed Paris of the Indian unrest. "At this 

time the Indians cry out, 'now we know who we are and what we are worth; 

until now we were blind, but now our eyes have been opened. "' He 

warned that "these threats have been converted into action -- as yet in 

isolated incidents, fortunately, but sufficiently serious so as to cause 
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concern."8 Even before the liberal land reforms, there were land re-

volts, partly caused by creoles who made vague promises of land, and 

who armed them during the civil wars. 

Of the numerous Indian wars, four were especially significant. 

The earliest was in northern Mexico, by the Yaquis in Sonora. Beginning 

in 1825, the rebellion sputtered, flamed, and was only finally repressed 

in 1926. Another challenge to the landlords, in the Southeast, was 

the so-called Caste War of the Mayas of Yucatn, which began in 1847 and 

lasted over fifty years. Beginning as a localized agrarian conflict, 

and then developing into a clear regional opposition to personal contri-

bution and special privileges of the Church, it was notoriously bloody 

and extensive, and resulted in the death of niaiiy Mayas and the sale of 

captives as slaves. 10 Another rebellion of the same period, which 

started in 1848, covered much of central Mexico, known as the Sierra 

Gorda, but was quickly suppressed. 11 The fourth uprising was that of 

Manuel Lozada, which caused the Cora Indians of Nayarit to venture out 

of their home territory and attack the distant city of Guadalajara, al-

though they failed in their objective of regaining their lands. 12 Be-

sides these major revolts, there were many other Indian rebellions in 

Chiapas, Hidalgo, Michoacan, Oaxaca, Puebla, Quertaro, and Veracruz. 13 

Education in the Independence Era (1821-1854)  

Prior to Independence, the Church controlled most of the educa-

tion. 14 After Independence, the Church still provided most of the edu-

cation, but the liberals tried to make inroads into that domain by pa-

tronizing the founding of the Lancaster Society in Mexico in 1822. The 

Lancasterian mutual system of popular education, which originated in 
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England, and was noted for its utility, employed drill learning, 

through a hierarchy of student "monitors" under the direction of one 

teacher. is The next step came with the liberal Constitution of 1824, 

which was somewhat patterned after the United States in that it attempt-

ed to establish a confederation of autonomous states. The individual 

states were supposed to be sovereign in educational matters, but in the 

end, the lack of a financial base, and an unstable, political climate, 

prevented the plans from materializing. 16 Then, in 1829, the liberals 

passed a law that completely secularized education, although at that 

time only the Church had schools. In 1833, then vice-president Valentin 

Gómez Fari'as transformed the Lancaster Society into the General Direc-

tion of Primary Instruction, in order to implement the ideal of freedom 

of instruction, but these reforms remained on paper when the liberals 

lost power and the nation suffered prolonged civil strife. 17 

Jos Marla Luis Mora, the most influential liberal thinker of the 

Independence period, believed that education was necessary to prepare 

individuals for exercising their liberty. He claimed that education in 

his time was controlled by the old elites, and was designed to justify 

their privileged position. Therefore, education, if left to private 

initiative, would obstruct the growth of liberty, and would reestablish 

control in the hands of the conservatives. 18 He opposed the Church 

because he partly believed that clerical control of education hindered 

the development of a scientific and patriotic ideology, which was nec-

essary for economic growth and stability within the liberal structure. 

In the liberals' commitment to economic growth and political sta-

bility, control over education became a question of political power --

of the state replacing the Church in dominating national ideology. For 
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Mora, a national public school system was essential because, as he said, 

ideas acquired in youth would be defended to death by men in adult-

hood. 19 while Mora and other liberals were concerned with destroying 

the Church's control over people's ideas and loyalties, they were also 

generally wealthy men who were contemptuous of the lower classes. Al-

though realizing that they could not construct a democracy on the foun-

dation of an illiterate population, they also believed that public edu-

cation should promote their own interests and values in the minds of 

the masses. Mora's fellow liberal, Gomez Farlas, told Congress in 1833 

that primary schooling ought to be promoted if "we wish good parents, 

good children, and good citizens who know what their duties are and how 

to fulfil them."2° The same bias of the liberals that caused them to 

impose their morality and values on the masses prompted them to be sat-

isfied that the existing schools were just as accessible to Indians as 

to everyone else. "The door has been open to all, and the only ones 

who have not entered through it are those who have not been able, or 

have not known how, to enter ,, 21 Mora said. "Neither the laws nor the 

governments are to blame, but rather it has been the necessary effect 

of the state of the persons whom the governments rule, and for whom the 

laws are made .,, 22 

Although the liberals emphasized the relationship between the 

creation of a viable state and the education of the masses, there was 

little mention of Indian education. One of the earliest newspaper ar-

ticles on the subject appeared in 1849, and discussed the two heteroge-

neous parts of the nation. It mentioned how the Indians had been accus-

tomed to identifying the whites as usurpers of their territory, indepen-

dence, and well-being, and how the whites considered the Indians to be 
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degraded by their superstition and ignorance, reflected in the latter's 

regarding the Indians as "minors ." An attempt was made to educate the 

Indians, according to the article, but the religious education, far 

from inspiring a sense of human dignity, deluded them with dogma, and made 

them see their obligation to regard the king as the representative of 

God. Consequently, the Church taught the Indians to confuse humility 

with passivity, with the resulting instruction that to rebel against 

the king was to rebel against God. "The docility of the Indian has be-

come a pernicious element of which others can take advantage ,123 the 

article claimed. "Hence the overbearing need to capitalize on that ele-

ment for the future. ', 24 The article concluded that "the education of 

the Indian is the foundation for the prosperity of the nation. ,25 

Education in the Juarez Era (1855-1867)  

The next opportunity that the liberals had for instituting reforms 

in education came after 1855 and the Ayutla revolution. Domestic polit-

ical chaos and foreign invasion changed the emphasis of the reforms. 

Both the conservatives and liberals were becoming nationalistic, but in 

different ways. The conservatives were nostalgic for Spanish institu-

tions and values, while being obsessively anti-American. The liberals 

were also anti-American at first, but they were also anti-Spanish and 

anti-French. The liberals were nostalgic for the Indian past, at least 

officially, and tended to be rather pessimistic and defensive. 26 Each 

side had its own interpretation of Mexican history, with the liberals 

canonizing Father Miguel Hidalgo, and the conservatives glorifying 

Agustin de Iturbide. 27 Both sides were anxious to move beyond chaos and 

civil war to peace and order. The victorious liberals now placed more 
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faith than ever in the transforming power of education, as revealed in 

the government publication, Escuelas laicas. "The government," it stat-

ed, "being aware of the importance of public education, and the powerful 

influence it has on morality and social values, is determined to give it 

,,28 
all the support demanded by the needs of the state. 

The Constitution of 1857 showed more concern with the basic ideals 

of liberalism than with the role of public education in transforming and 

integrating the masses into a new society. Article 32, dedicated to im-

proving the intellectual level of Mexicans, stated that laws should im-

prove the condition of hard-working citizens through the creation of 

technical schools. The most hotly debated article was Article 3, which 

declared teaching to be "free" from the dominance of any particular 

group, especially of the Church. The article also stated that the state 

had the authority to determine which professions required titles for 

their exercise, and what requirements had to be met to earn degrees. 29 

Also, in 1857, the government made the teaching of Mexican history com-

pulsory at the normal school level. 

Within a year after the Constitution of 1857 was ratified, however, 

the new president, Ignacio Comonfort, declared that it was impossible to 

put it into effect, provoking another cruel civil war. The Constitution 

was suspended, and Pope Pious IX condemned its anticlerical emphasis, 

which caused the liberals to defend it even more. The laws of the re-

form issued in 1859 were a response to the challenge of the Church: 

"considering that the principal motive of the present war promoted and 

sustained by the clergy, is to obtain the removal of dependence on 

civil authority • ,, 30 These liberals were less idealistic than 

the ones who had participated in the congress of 1856, and they favored 
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measures which reflected the conviction that the government needed to 

limit the Church's ability to control the lives of its citizens. 

The liberals, believing that the conservatives had betrayed the 

country, and wanting to insure that they developed loyal citizens, in-

posed the teaching of civics and national history at the primary level 

of education. In 1859, President Juarez issued a manifesto in which he 

urged the publication of simple manuals on the rights and duties of an 

individual in society, as well as on the sciences, which more directly 

contributed to the well-being and enlightenment of the students. Juarez 

wanted even the primary school children to study these manuals, so that 

from the earliest age they would begin to acquire useful concepts and 

to form ideas that help them work for the good of society as a whole. 31 

The government made no real progress in providing education for the 

Indians and rural mestizos, both of whom were distrustful of the type 

of education the ruling elites decided should be good for them. Jurez 

seemed to understand some of their reticence, suggesting that "the man 

who cannot supply his family with food views the education of his child-

ren not only as something remote, but as a definite hindrance to his 

struggle for existence ."32 Thus he understood the lower class need to 

hire out their children's "frail labor-power to alleviate, if only to a 

slight degree, the misery which engulfs them." 33 He went on to state 

that with a modicum of prosperity the laborer would "be eager to in-

struct his children and provide them with a solid education.' 34 He end-

ed on the optimistic note that the desire for learning "is innate in the 

heart of man," and he urged Mexicans to "strike off the fetters of 

misery and despotism that oppress him, and he will naturally achieve 

"36 
greatness.  
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During the second half of the nineteenth century, the central gov-

ernment failed to reach the Indians. Lacking sufficient conviction to 

provide enough funds, materials, and trained teachers to carry out the 

plans for universal education, the tutoring of the next generation re-

mained the domain of those families, private agencies, municipalities, 

and states, that had sufficient enterprise or wealth to take it on. By 

and large, the liberals were reluctant to see the Indians as separate 

groups, and were anxious to wrest them from the clutches of the Church 

and to push them out into the mainstream of society. The liberals, for 

the most part, believed it was necessary to integrate the Indians into 

the national life by means of the school. 

Ignacio Ramirez, a prominent liheral thinker of mestizo parents, 

but who considered himself to be an Indian, said of his adopted people, 

"They do not know anything, and all they are good for is being unskilled 

laborers or soldiers ."37 He claimed that "those few who rise above 

their class are noteworthy exceptions, and their past achievements stand 

in contradiction to their present state. ,38 He believed that their 

needs were few, and their languages caused them to be isolated. His 

conclusion was that "in order to count on them as citizens, we have to 

begin by making them men. "39 Ramirez, considered to be a champion of 

the Indians, betrayed a contempt for their culture, and a belief that 

they were the ones most responsible for their present social condition. 

He felt that the Indians needed, besides basic primary education, an 

understanding of themselves, a grasp of basic, exact, concepts (espe-

cially about their own environment), a sense of responsibility for 

their own actions, and to become members of the larger society. They 

should learn about the physiology of animals, about plants, the earth, 
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the sky, and the nation to which they belonged. 40 

Juarez developed the structural outlines of a public school system 

in 1861. He placed all matters of public secondary, and professional 

training in the Federal District under the Ministry of Justice and Pub-

lic Instruction. Primary schools would be created in the Federal Dis-

trict, and municipal schools, and those run by philanthropic societies, 

would receive federal aid. All would be subject to a single government-

determined program and inspection. The federal government was to fi-

nance teachers to work in small towns in the states which lacked 

schools. Like the reforms of 1833, the law of 1861 projected the estab-

lishment of a normal school. It also anticipated what later became the 

basis for state inspection of private schools by requiring applicants 

for professional degrees to take qualifying examinations if they had not 

attended public schools. 41 

The liberals themselves were divided on the issue of government 

inspection of schools. The policy-makers felt that the measure was nec-

essary to protect the fledgling state from its opponents, but some of 

the more radical liberals, such as Ignacio Ramirez, differed. "Govern-

ments want inspection," he wrote, "because they have an interest in 

their subjects' learning certain materials, and learning them in a man-

ner which is in the interest of power; thus they create a purely artifi-

cial form of knowledge."42 Guillermo Prieto added that "to want freedom 

of instruction and government inspection is to want light and darkness, 

to yearn for the impossible."43 

With the defeat of the French after three years of intervention, 

Juárez initiated a period of reconstruction. After forty-six years of 

independence, Mexico had suffered nearly constant internal conflict, as 
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well as foreign intervention and the loss of half its territory to the 

United States. Mexico had earned an unfavorable reputation as a back-

ward and unstable nation, one that was dominated by regional strongmen 

and overrun by bandits. Ii 1867, with Juarez and the liberals back in 

power, and seemingly vindicated in their struggle with the conservatives, 

Mexico was anxious to leave its past behind and move ahead into the mod-

em world. 44 Many influential Mexicans believed that their only hope 

for reclaiming and protecting their national sovereignty was to develop 

economically at all costs, employing what they perceived to be North 

Atlantic capitalism. In their view, that type of development was the 

best safeguard against the very real threat of absorption by an expan-

sionist United States. 45 

Those liberals considered the Indians to be an obstacle in their 

march towards progress. In parts of the country that were uninhabited, 

especially in the north, the policy was to colonize uncultivated lands, 

develop industry, and turn the peasants into small landholders and busi-

nessmen. Two main alternatives were considered regarding Indians: form 

them into modern economic individuals, driven by the profit motive; or 

bring in foreign immigrants, preferably European, to colonize the uncul-

tivated lands, and to mix with the Indians, forming a new mestizo na-

tion. 46 The liberal determination to preserve Mexico's national autono-

my through economic progress meant that it was essential to establish a 

strong centralized state. In this context, education was seen as the 

means for extending the influence of the state and for building national 

unity. 
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Gabino Barreda and Mexican Positivism, 1867-1872  

At this point, the liberals called on Gabino Barreda, a Mexican 

physician, to develop a national education policy. Barreda first stu-

died law and then medicine, and served his countrymen as a medical doc-

tor on the battlefields in 1847, in the war against the United States. 

He then completed his studies in Paris, where he occasionally listened 

to lectures given by Auguste Comte, the French philosopher and founder 

of positivism. Upon returning to Mexico in 1851, he campaigned for the 

cause of positivism and dedicated himself to formulating a positivist 

study plan. 47 Therefore, he was ready when President Juarez commis-

sioned him to head up a five-man committee and adapt positivism to Mex-

ico's education system in 1867.48 Barreda, a highly-trained, European-

influenced, Mexican positivist, serves as a perfect example of the time 

period under investigation. 

Mexican liberals found positivism's emphasis on order and progress 

attractive because of their desire to build political stability and to 

work towards economic progress. Barreda claimed that liberalism without 

order meant anarchy, and that liberalism lacked a moral and social ba-

sis, which would retard Mexico's development. Liberalism was a meta-

physical ideology, while positivism followed the rational and logical 

modes of science. 49 He criticized the Constitution of 1857 as being 

inappropriate for Mexico, arguing that there needed to be a certain 

level of progress in existence before liberal ideals could take hold 

along American or English lines. He and his fellow positivists called 

the Constitution "utopian," and considered it foolish to erect a large 

building on marshy ground without first digging solid foundations. 
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Consequently, the role of positivism was to establish order in Mexico. 

Liberties, such as those outlined in the Constitution, were meaningless 

so long as Mexican society continued in a chaotic social situation. 

With the strengthening of the social order, individual liberties could 

be allowed, but not until then. Positivism, they said, was the solution 

to Mexico's backwardness. so 

Comte ' s positivism involved a different interpretation of the role 

of liberalism. Comte considered European liberalism, culminating in 

Rousseau, to be the negative spirit. Barreda, however, called Mexican 

liberalism the positive spirit. 51 In so doing, he gave "liberty" a 

meaning that was different from that of the other liberals, and he es-

sentially subordinated it to "order." For Barreda, one who acted in 

liberty did so in accord with the interests of society as a whole. If 

ideas which claimed to represent the ideal of liberty conflicted with 

the interests of society, they were actually negating liberty. Society 

was marching towards progress, the positivist goal, and anything that 

obstructed its march towards progress became an obstacle to its liberty. 

The liberty of society was the only liberty that ultimately had value, 

so it was not to be hindered by the selfish interests of individuals, 

even when they justified those interests in the name of liberty. Some-

thing was free -- liberated -- in Barreda's opinion if and when it fol-

lowed its natural course, unhindered; when it followed its own laws, its 

own order. 52 

In his discussion of liberty and the positive spirit, Barreda 

spoke of various types of emancipation, or liberation, as representing 

part of the emancipation of hiimanity as a whole. He arrived at this 

through using the "guiding thread" -- the scientific analysis of the 
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history of Mexico -- and demonstrating how Mexico's history was a path 

that led towards full emancipation, both spiritually and intellectually. 

According to Barreda, this march of humanity towards total emancipation 

was threefold: scientific, religious, and political. 53 

Another aspect of Comte's credo that appealed to the Mexican lib-

erals was its anticlericalism. The Catholic clergy had been the enemy 

of Juarez and the liberals. Barreda, in his first memorable public 

speech, the "Civic Oration," given in Guanajuato at an Independence Day 

celebration, September 16, 1867, gave special emphasis to his anticler-

icalism. 54 Barreda considered the clergy to be an obstacle to the for-

ward march of the positive spirit, and he blamed the Church for having 

failed in its original mission of evangelizing the Indians. 55 Barreda's 

argument was that the ' Spaniards used a combination of politics, educa-

tion, and religious beliefs, to maintain a peaceful but static domina-

tion, and to prolong indefinitely its exploitation of the people. He 

was not saying anything new that the other liberals had not already 

said, for they also accused the clergy, the army, and the elites, of 

being blinded by a hunger for power, or by fanaticism, and of trying to 

bring down the entire nation with them as they fell. 56 It was only in 

the next to last paragraph that he introduced any ideas that could be 

called positivist. "Fellow citizens, may this be our slogan from now 

on: LIBERTY, ORDER AND PROGRESS; liberty as the means, order as the 

base, and progress as the end . . . . 

Even this adaptation of positivism differed from Comte, by substi-

tuting "liberty" for "love." Comtian "love," however, was not to be 

confused with Christian "love," as Ezequiel Chavez pointed out. "The 

three words, if left to themselves, may be understood as love for the 
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social class to which one belonged, as the supreme, indisputable, just, 

and sovereign love; love of country, as that which encompasses every-

thing, and to which everything must be subordinated; order, even when 

not in accord with justice; economic and material progress as the para-

digm before which everything else will disappear • The new 

slogan of "liberty, order and progress" was a sufficient reference to 

positivism to link his statements, concerning the Mexican clergy as 

being a hindrance to progress, with positivism as a philosophy. Barre-

da, however, never went so far as to endorse Comte's idea of replacing 

Christianity with a "positivist religion." The association of positiv-

ism with anticlericalism was certain to appeal to the liberals, who saw 

the Church as one of their major enemies. 

The liberals were selective in what they adapted from Comte's pos-

itivism, ignoring several fundamental features of the ideology. Comte 

hoped- to combine positive philosophy with the "great power" of his day 

in Europe, which was the proletariat, resulting in a humane and enlight-

ened proletarian society. The Mexican intellectuals, in contrast, de-

sired to promote the interests of the middle class. 59 Liberal intellec-

tuals also borrowed from Herbert Spencer's application of biological 

evolution to human groups, believing it to suit Mexico's journey towards 

a more complex society. Spencer's theory implied the disturbing possi-

bility that a population could reach a given equilibrium and then dis-

solve like a nonadaptive organism. 60 The liberals also drew upon the 

utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill and the monistic evolutionism of 

T. H. Huxley, in creating Mexican positivism. 61 

The positivist emphasis on peace and order as the foundation for 

the liberty of society depended on the establishment of a strong, cen-
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tralized state. Liberals, as well as positivists and revolutionaries, 

could not afford to take their eyes off the United States, for fear of 

becoming a colony of the "Colossus of the North." In the face of such 

danger, Mexico was hard pressed to radically transform its habits and 

customs, to make a sharp break with its past, and to try to become some-

thing entirely different. 62 One positivist explained part of this 

change. "We (Mexicans) have already acquired an infinity of rights 

which have only brought misery and malaise to society,' 63 he said. "Let 

us now try a little bit of honest tyranny, to see what effects it will 

Produce ."64 This "little bit of honest tyranny" required a strong pol-

itical machine, which Jurez and the liberals began to construct in 

1867. They made the executive branch more powerful than the legislative 

branch, and the central government superior to the states. They in-

creased the presidential power, and fixed the elections. 65 

The centralization of the state and the development of a political 

machine was necessary in order to create conditions for private capital 

accumulation, which was essential to the positivists' vision of bringing 

about the well-being of Mexico. One of these conditions was the plan 

for a public school system that would modernize values and behavior 

within a capitalist framework, and to train a hierarchically graded 

labor force appropriate to economic expansion. These goals were clearly 

expressed both in the statements of the policy-makers, and in the con-

tent of the positivist school programs. 66 

Positivist Education  

Barreda expressed his educational goals and philosophy in a letter 

to Mariano Riva Palacio in 1870.67 In it he said that education was 
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carried out upon firm foundations and with the desire for finding truth, 

rather than only looking for what our preconceived notions told us to 

expect concerning natural phenomena. Education was a limitless fountain 

of satisfaction and the surest preliminary for peace and social order, 

because it gave all citizens equal footing and capacity for carrying out 

their duties; also because it standardized peoples' opinions as much as 

possible. "This means is without a doubt slow, but why should that mat-

ter, if we are sure of its efficacy?' 68 Barreda asked. "What are ten, 

fifteen, or twenty years in the life of a nation when we are dealing 

with the attempt to lay the only foundation for reconciling liberty and 

concord, progress and order?"69 He concluded by saying, "The intellec-

tual order that this education tends to establish is the key to the so-

cial and moral order that we so desperately need. ,70 

Barreda did not specifically refer to the Indians of Mexico in his 

statements on education. From his speeches and his actions as a politi-

cal administrator, however, one can see that his emphasis on social and 

moral order would integrate the Indians into the national fabric as un-

equal partners. Barreda seemed to have the Indians in mind when he 

stated, "The principal and most powerful obstacle which hinders our 

country on the road to greatness is ignorance; the lack of enlightenment 

of our people is what converts it into a passive and unconscious instru-

ment of schemers and smooth talkers who never stop exploiting, being at 

once perpetrator and victim."7' Barreda believed that all sectors of 

the population had to play their part in breaking out of ignorance if 

the nation was to progress properly. There needed to be a common set of 

truths shared by all members of the society. ' tlt is not enough to stan-

dardize this behavior, for which the government passes laws demanding 
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it,"72 he warned. Rather, "in order for the practical behavior to be, 

as much as possible, sufficiently harmonious with the real needs of the 

society, it is necessary that there be a common fund of truths which 

we all share .,, 73 

The liberals, in their enthusiasm for economic progress, accepted 

a form of dependent capitalism. In other capitalist countries, whether 

in Europe or the United States, public schooling was seen as a means of 

disciplining the working class. Mexican policy-makers, who were enam-

ored with European civilization, who held Mexico in contempt, and who 

feared any true transformation of society, took this notion a step fur-

ther by attempting to transform the behavior of the entire Mexican soci-

ety, which they judged to be backward. This tendency was accentuated 

by a veritable obsession with political order. Together, these concerns 

reinforced the authoritarianism and rigidity inherent in the dominant 

European pedagogy and curriculum adapted for Mexico. 74 

In order to develop a set of shared beliefs, it was imperative that 

MexicQ establish an education system that would free its people from 

religious superstitions, and prepare them intellectually and morally for 

an industrial society. The school was to provide the students with 

skills and knowledge not learned in the home -- particularly the rudi-

ments of the scientific method. Also, the school was supposed to incul-

cate the students with the values and character qualities appropriate to 

finding their places in the emerging modern Mexico. 75 

The positivist educational philosophy was comprised of five ele-

ments: woridview; view of man and society; set of values; theory of 

knowledge; and an educational theory. 76 The worldview was one of monist 

materialism, which ignored (rather than denied) the spiritual realm, and 
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which set positivism apart from liberalism. 77 The positivist view of 

man as neutral and passive caused them to see education as the determin-

ing factor in whether individual Meicans would turn out to be good cit-

izens. Therefore, tremendous emphasis was placed on the state's order-

ing society in a way that would enhance the development of all individ-

uals. School was a prime vehicle for fabricating a specialized, ordered 

environment in accord with the manner in which the' state wanted to di-

rect the development of the school children. 78 

The positivist theory of knowledge affirmed experience as the only 

source of knowledge, and induction as the only basis for universal judg-

ments. Knowledge consisted of grouping various sensations into a mean-

ingful whole, which included principles of causality, and others, which 

were explained in accord with the teaching of the senses. Positivism 

assigned a practical purpose to knowledge: to know in order to predict; 

to predict in order to act; to act in order to reform. It used the nat-

ural sciences, such as mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, phys-

iology, biology, and, social and moral physics, proceeding from the sim-

ple to the complex. All knowledge was ordered towards action, for the 

purpose of dominating nature. Positivism served a practical goal, and 

relied on the fundamental operations of the natural sciences: observa-

tion, induction, and classification. 79 

The positivist theory of knowledge led to a theory of education 

which contained two elements: an image of the educated Mexican; and the 

methodology required to help attain those characteristics. The ideal 

educated man, in the positivist view, was ordered, opposed to intellec-

tual anarchy; suspicious of anything unverifiable; trusting only science 

based on facts; reluctant to allow the use of a methodology other than 
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the positive method; a stranger to any theological or metaphysical pur-

suits; desirous of acting altruistically; allowing selfish inclinations 

to fall into disuse; and free from all racism. 80 What mattered to the 

positivists was the process of forming practical human beings who were 

capable of transforming the nation materially, independently of whether 

-they were liberals or conservatives. Officially, ideology had no place 

in the schools, as it was a private matter, and the state was only con-

cerned with improving the material well-being of the nation. All ideol-

ogies were officially tolerated so long as they did not tamper with the 

social order, which was so necessary for material progress. 81 The main 

shift in methodology in primary schools under the positivists was from 

a student-centered method, in which a student was alone with his text, 

to a teacher-oriented method. 82 Positivism itself cannot be said to 

have developed a particular method or technique. Rather, it relied on 

the experience gained through observation, induction, deduction, and 

classification, by virtue of their results in the field of technology. 83 

There were some educators and thinkers who criticized positivism 

and positivist education. The most articulate of these critics was 

Jose- Maria Vigil, who found fault with the positivist worldview because 

of its categoric rejection of qualitative reality -- that is, of all 

that was not quantifiable. In his opinion, suppressing qualitative 

reality did violence to reality as a whole, which was supposed to be the 

object of scientific study. This rejection of qualitative reality, 

according to Vigil, imposed a very limited perspective on the student. 84 

Early in the Porfiriato, Ezequiel Montes, Minister of Public In-

struction, expressed the strong objections held by many liberals, who 

preferred the philosophy of the Hegelian thinker Karl Christian Fried-
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rich Krause, from Belgium, when he circulated a decree attacking posi-

tivist instruction in 1880.85 In the decree he ordered that the logic 

of Stuart Mill and Alexander Bain, which served as the official texts 

of the National Preparatory School, be replaced by the logic of Tiber-

ghien, a disciple of Krause. The decree articulated the current liberal 

arguments, claiming that positivism was a philosophy that left the stu-

dent in total uncertainty regarding matters of moral order such as the 

existence of God, the soul, and human destiny. The decree attacked pos-

itivism's alleged neutrality, saying that it served only to establish a 

materialism that would end up forming cold and selfish human beings. 

Positivism's supposed neutrality was nothing less than a thinly-veiled 

attack on any object of respect. "In vain it will be said that positiv-

ist logic does not contradict religion, neither affirming nor denying 

it,"86 the decree said. "This is not true, because it affirms that 

nothing can be known, and that it is impossible to arrive at any cer-

tainty.??87 

This thesis, according to the decree, led to religious skepticism 

and to social corruption. Some of the liberal old guard, after they 

saw the direction positivism was taking liberalism, began to react. 

Ignacio Altamirano and Hilario Gabilondo, for example, used their maga-

zine La rep6blica to launch a series of attacks on positivism, and to 

defend the decree issued by Ezequiel Montes. Gabilondo claimed that 

positivism was an extravagant and immoral doctrine, because it gave "the 

students an incomplete philosophical education. J8 For him, it was a 

system that corrupted people, because it was forming "a new generation 

without religious or political faith, that did not nurture the great 

ideals that had driven humanity along the path of civilization and prog-
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ress, without creeds or enthusiasm; appearing, as it were, to be a bush 

watered with salt water. J9 

Education Policy, l867-1876; and the Cléntificos  

Barreda, in attempting to initiate a national system, passed the 

organic laws of 1867 and 1869, and the reglamentary law of 1868, which 

made primary education free from religious domination for the first time. 

These laws only applied to the Federal District and territories, because 

the federal government did not have jurisdiction over the states. In 

the areas within its jurisdiction, however, every municipality with more 

than five hundred inhabitants was to have one school for boys and one 

for girls. For each additional two thousand inhabitants, two more 

schools were to be built. Owners of haciendas were urged to establish 

schools on their properties. Poor children were to be supplied with 

texts and other materials. To supplement the municipal and Lancaster 

schools, the federal government would set up four boys' and four girls' 

primary schools, one night school for male workers, and one for female 

workers. The program would include reading, writing, arithmetic, basic 

geography, morality, hygiene, and principles of drawing. In night 

schools, instruction was to be given on notions of the Constitution, 

rudiments of history especially of Mexico -- and elementary physics 

and chemistry for men, geared for the trades. The teaching of religion 

was not included, and in 1874 it was formally abolished and replaced by 

instruction in morality. 90 • These laws were generally applied rigorously 

by the states as well. 

These laws also established or reformed existing professional 

schools in law, medicine, pharmacy, agriculture, engineering, commerce, 
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architecture, and the fine arts. The School of Arts and Business for 

men was created to apply contemporary science to traditional trades. 91 

In 1871, a similar school was established for women, which operated 

defãcto as a normal school until it was formally converted into one in 

1877.92 The laws were unable to bring the schdols into reality, however, 

and universal primary education remained a liberal dream. 93 What the 

laws did accomplish was to articulate the motives for the educational 

philosophy which was to influence Mexico throughout the coming decades. 

The law opened with the statement, "Considering that to diffuse enlight-

enment among the people is the surest and most efficient means of moral-

izing and establishing it in a solid way, liberty and a respect for the 

Constitution and the laws . . . . 94 The law was essentially liberal, 

taking into account the demands of the time, which called for institu-

tions that would contribute to the social, economic, and cultural devel-

opment of the nation. 95 These laws can be cohsidered to reflect the 

particular Mexican adaptation of positivism. For some people, positiv-

ism encompassed all doctrines that emphasized efficiency and pragmatism. 

For others, it referred to any thinking that took into account only 

those things that were accessible to the senses. 96 

As important as the laws of 1867 and 1869 were, Barreda and his 

fellow policy-makers primarily focused their energies on the creation of 

the National Preparatory School for men. They based the uniform curric-

ulum on Comte's interpretation of the physical and social sciences, 

seeking to form a fund of truths" in the future directors of 

Mexican society. "In creating this school," Mary Kay Vaughan explains, 

"Dr. Barreda acted against what he believed to be the causes of Mexican 

backwardness: disdain for productive labor and rational entrepreneurial 
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behavior which the Spanish colonial heritage had allegedly produced; 

clericalism which had inhibited the development of a scientific attitude; 

and liberal preoccupation with abstract principle rather than social re-

alities and the pragmatism necessary to business expansion."97 The 

school was to teach men to observe, experiment, and reason, without fall-

ing back on theology or metaphysics. 

The founding of the National Preparatory Schobl followed Comte's 

view that society had a hierarchical social order beyond principles of 

individual rights, in which a team of social engineers would assist cap-

tains of industry to insure orderly economic progress. The school 

sought to transform the behavior of a future Mexican bourgeoisie whose 

acquired skills and ideology would make them effective leaders of the 

economy and of the political administration. In the opinion of Justo 

Sierra, the National Preparatory School was the "most important temple 

raised in our country to the beneficient worship of the positivist 

sciences."98 He also called it "the fundamental rock of the Mexican 

mentality."99 

The National Preparatory School produced many of the Porfirian 

positivists who backed Diaz and became the political administrators 

called cientificos ("scientific ones"). The application of this nick-

name to the technocrats of the Porfiriato owed its origin to the Liberal 

Union, a political party formed in 1892 by Diaz supporters. The occa-

sion was the third reelection of Diaz, which the Liberal Union advocated 

in return for certain concessions which, they asserted, would strengthen 

the administration, insure continuity of government, and avert a proba-

ble crisis of succession which they predicted would happen if Diaz 

stepped down. The Liberal Union conceded that a third reelection meant 
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sacrificing some hopes for democracy, but they believed it was justified 

in order to preserve the peace that they considered to have been estab-

lished. They argued that if Mexico implemented the complete democracy 

provided for in the Constitution of 1857, they would be risking anar-

chy. 100 

The Liberal Union's modest proposals included the immovability of 

the judiciary and the creation of a vice-presidency, but its chief con-

cern was for continued economic development: more railways, a rational-

ized fiscal system, the reduction of internal customs barriers, European 

immigration, and further cuts in the military budget. This emphasis on 

material progress, and the need to correlate political reforms with the 

level of economic development, reflected the Comtian, "scientific," view 

of society, which earned them the name cientrficos.'°' Although their 

moderate proposals were not accepted, these were the men who were on 

the ascendancy within the administration. The first leader of the cien-

tfficos was Manuel Romero Rubio, the father-in-law of Porfirio Diaz; and 

the next leader was Jose Ivs Limantour. In time, their positivist em-

phasis on economic development squeezed out their moderate political 

reformism, and they emerged as the primary advocates, apologists, and 

beneficiaries of Mexican capitalism. 102 

Education Under Lerdo de Tejada, 1872-1876  

The main emphasis of the education policy of Sebastian Lerdo de 

Tejada, president after Juárez from 1872-1876, continued to be on the 

National Preparatory School and the formation of professionals, rather 

than on improving the literacy rate, which was at about five percent. 103 

Lerdo's Minister of Justice and Public Instruction was Jose Diaz Covarru-
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bias, and the main issue discussed during his administration was whether 

education should be compulsory. Diaz Covarrubias observed that the low-

er classes generally had little or no desire to educate their children. 

Since the federal government felt the need for a uniformly educated pop-

ulation, he believed that the only way to accomplish it was to enforce 

it, and to inspect the system consistently. ' . . . some purely theo-

retical spirits believe that they see, in the precept of compulsory 

instruction, a violation of individual liberty and the independence of 

family members , 104 he noted. "However, we do not conceive of a right 

that allows a person to choose between being educated and being igno-

rant."05 

Independently of the federal government, some significant events 

were happening in the area of education in various states. For example, 

the Veracruz Pedagogical Congress was held in 1873, and was a precursor 

of the celebrated National Congresses of Primary Instruction of 1889-

1891.106 Also, in 1873,.Malanco, president of the commission on public 

instruction for the Federal District, wrote the Project of Reform for  

Primary Instruction in the Municipal Schools of Mexico, valuable both 

for its suggestions and for its information on the state of primary edu-

cation of the period. 107 

Compulsory education, for Lerdo and Diaz Covarrubias, did not imply 

imposing one particular doctrine, but rather keeping intact the idea of 

secular education as synonymous with doctrinal impartiality. What was 

most urgent to them was literacy, giving Mexicans at least the basic 

tools with which to prepare themselves for democracy. Neither Lerdo 

nor Diaz Covarrubias was satisfied with the terms of compulsory educa-

tion as set forth in the law of 1867. Therefore, Dfaz Covarrubias pub-
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lished a very tedious document in 1873, in which he highlighted the main 

features of the 1869 law and proposed a law concerning the fulfillment 

of the precept of compulsory primary instruction. After declaring in-

struction to be compulsory, and calling on the municipal governments to 

enforce the laws, he outlined the desired curriculum and ages for re-

quired schooling, and established sanctions for parents and tutors, in-

cluding fines for failing to verify the students' attendance for at 

least twenty days per month, or studies done at home. 108 To further 

enforce compulsory education, the government wanted to requre certifi-

cates and diplomas for education levels achieved, as prerequisites for 

obtaining jobs. 109 

Part of the urgency of enforced compulsory education, according to 

Diaz Covarrubias, was that in 1873 in the Federal District, out of at 

least 40,000 school age children, 22,407 attended school. 110 One could 

imagine how much worse it must have been in smaller towns. Diaz Covarru-

bias tended to blame the parents for poor attendance of their children, 

and he criticized the Indians for their apparent lack of aspiration to 

progress beyond their current level of civilization. Perceiving liberty 

to be meaningless, or impossible, without enlightenment, Lerdo and Diaz 

Covarrubias believed that duty must be taught first, by enforcing school 

attendance. They felt that until everyone received education, the In-

dians, who made up two-thirds of the population, would be doomed to suf-

fer exploitation by all manner of charlatans and deceitful people. Fif-

ty years of civil upheaval had left in their wake two generations of In-

dians imprisoned by ignorance. Also, because the Indians spoke over one 

hundred different languages, and few of them spoke Spanish, the process 

of preparing them for democracy and incorporation into the national 
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society was compounded even more. ill 

Results of Education Policy, 1867-1876  

The liberals' emphasis on education began to produce results after 

1867. By 1874, there were 8,103 schools, compared to 4,570 in 1870. 

Of those, 5,567 were for boys, 1,594 were for girls, 548 were mixed, 

124 were for men, 21 were for women, and 249 were unclassified. Even 

with the number of schools doubled in four years, only 349,000 of the 

estimated 1,800,000 school age children attended school. Of these 

schools, 603 were financed by the federal and state governments; 5,240 

by municipal governments; 378 by private individuals or corporations; 

117 by the Catholic clergy or other religious associations, and 1,581 

by private enterprise. Out of 1,016 private schools, only the 117 were 

run directly by the clergy. Diaz Covarrubias explained this reduction 

in the clergy's direct involvement in education by citing two reasons: 

many of the private schools had religious leanings; and the Church felt 

it was more profitable to exercise its influence in secondary educa-

tion. 112 The Law of Additions and Reforms of 1873 expelled religious 

orders, and the decree of 1874 prohibited religious education. The 

liberal government permitted moral instruction, as long as it bore no 

reference to any particular religious sect. Violation of this decree 

was subject to fines of 25 to 200 pesos, with dismissal for recurren-

ces. 113 

Priority of Political StabilityOver Education 

The political circumstances of the beginning of the Porfiriato 

placed tremendous demands on the central government of Mexico. Its soy-
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ereignty as a nation was in a precarious position, and it required ur-

gent attention. Early liberal idealism after Independence placed exces-

sive dependence on constitutions, resulting in civil wars, because of 

the nation's lack of political institutions and stability. The painful 

realities produced by civil strife and incompetent political leadership 

included foreign intervention and the loss of half its territory. 

When Benito Jurez and the liberals defeated the French in 1867, 

and regained power, they knew they had to take a different approach to 

the political problems of Mexico, rather than rely on constitutions. 

The state had to establish itself as the one corporation that could 

coiiuiiand the allegiance of all sectors of the society. Previously, it 

had been weak in comparison with corporations such as the Church and 

the military. Also, many regional strongnen (caudillos) controlled 

a particular section of the population and competed among themselves. 

Banditry was prevalent, communications and transportation systems were 

poor, and there was little economic growth. The liberal government 

began to focus its energies into dometic peace and stability, through 

a stronger state and an accompanying political apparatus. They felt it 

was essential to neutralize the moral and economic power of the Church 

through forcing it to sell much of its land to private parties. They 

had to attempt to pacify regional caudillos and to control banditry. 

Education became a battleground for control between the Church and the 

state, but its establishment on a national scale was not considered to 

be as crucial and urgent as was the need for political stability, law, 

and order. Individual liberties, personal betterment, and preparation 

for democracy had to come later, once these other foundations were laid. 

Education could be useful to prepare an elite of scientifically-
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trained social engineers and political administrators, and to this ex-

tent education was most actively pursued. In this context, positivism 

was adapted as a philosophy compatible with capitalism, and applied to 

higher education in Mexico for training cientficos. Positivism's em-

phasis on order and progress, above individual liberties, suited the 

liberals' concern for insuring political stability and economic progress. 

Its anticlericalism helped in the liberals' struggle against the Church. 

The Indians' role at this point was to be soldiers in the civil wars 

and laborers on haciendas, which was more important to the state than 

having them educated. As the Porfiriato began, the project of securing 

internal peace and order required so much energy that the plans for In-

dian education had to await a more opportune time. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ECONOMIC FACTORS 

Mexico faced important choices in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, concerning economic development and the protection of its na-

tional sovereignty. These choices were significant and had a profound 

impact on the Indian population. They also provide useful information 

indicating reasons for the lack of progress in education in general, and 

particularly Indian education. Mexico chose to adapt its economy to the 

North Atlantic capitalism that had been developing since the industrial 

revolution in Europe, and later in North America. It was a choice to 

accomodaté itself, rather than seek alternatives, and it was a choice 

to enter at a different stage of development on an international level 

from the United States and Europe. This led to the second choice, 

which was to adopt a form of dependent capitalism, and to content itself 

with providing raw materials and primary products for the industrialized 

nations, since Mexico lacked the resources for developing its own indus-

tries to any great extent. Indicative of this development was Mexico's 

emphasis on developing mineral resources and commercial agriculture for 

foreign markets, in its northern and central regions; and the plantation 

products of the southeast, exemplified by the case of Yucatan, where the 

cultivation of henequen for binder twine enabled the North American mech-

anization and expansion of grain cultivation on the prairies. 1 

Three main factors explain Mexico's economic growth during the Por-

firiato. The first was the emergence of political stability. Only two 

46 
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men were president during this period: Porfirio Diaz (1876-1880; 1884-

1911) and his substitute for one term of office, Manuel Gonzalez (1880-

1884). The second factor was the large amount of foreign investment, 

attracted by Mexico's rich resources, and by the security provided by 

Porfirian peace. With increased foreign investment came improved trans-

portation and communications systems, especially the railroads, which 

helped the central government have more contact with the individual re-

gions, facilitating penetration of the Mexican periphery and the mainte-

nance of peace and order. The railroads, in fact, were the third factor 

in Mexico's economic progress, connecting the mines and agricultural 

crops with their international and dometic markets. 2 

Political Stability  

The foundation for political stability began to be laid during the 

restoration period under Benito Juarez, whose liberals realized that 

their reforms, aimed at democracy and encouraging integration into 

North Atlantic capitalism, were doomed to failure unless the central 

state was strengthened Juárez, therefore, had to concern himself pri-

marily with internal matters, and to sacrifice some of the liberal 

ideals of individual liberty, federalism, and political democracy in 

order to build a stronger state. To this end, in order to suppress 

bandits and to protect the transportation and communications systems, 

he created the rurales (rural police). By 1875, there were more than 

one thousand rurales, in forty-two detachments, patrolling the country-

side, mostly in the central valley of Mexico. He also attempted to use 

regional caudillos, by winning their loyalty, or by playing them off 

against each other, to increase national unity. On the local level, 
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he tried to ue political bosses (jefes politicos), who were usually 

appointed by the caudillos. 3 

The political elites' desire to mobilize national resources, and to 

thereby gain greater control over society, motivated them to strengthen 

the state. Previously, several institutions, of which the state was 

only one, had share power, but now the liberals saw fit to make the 

state supreme over all other institutions, and to command the loyalty of 

all sectors of the population. 4 With the construction of the railroads 

during the Porfirialto, repression was faster and less expensive, pro-

viding Diaz with tta bigger stick and a bigger carrot than any of his pre-

decessors."5 Diaz became the national arbitrator politically, by enforc-

ing decisions, crushing the opposition where necessary, and using region-

al oligarchs to impose his priorities on rebellious rivals. Areas that 

had enjoyed considerable independence from Mexico City, such as Yucatan, 

were now obliged to surrender some of their autonomy. 6 

After Diaz began his second term, in 1884, he accelerated his cam-

paign to subdue and silence the opposition. He muzzled the press with 

fines, imprisonment, and, allegedly, the assassination of certain editors 

and journalists. He retired more than five hundred army officers, twen-

ty-five of whom were generals, and he rearranged the commands for the 

rest, to prevent officers from building a large following. He continued 

his practice of placing supporters in key military posts, and in Con-

gress, the judiciary, and state offices. He even selected the jefes 

politicos in many districts of the nation. Opponents were either bought 

off with jobs and cash, or exiled, imprisoned, or killed, if expedient. 

Within his own administration, he was careful to undermine any faction 

which was growing too powerful. 7 Through all this, Diaz became the 
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champion of those who valued peace and order above all else, proving 

himself to be the only man who could discipline Mexico. 8 

Although the Church supported Diaz against Lerdo in 1872, because 

it expected Diaz to be more lenient than Lerdo, they were soon disap-

pointed. Diaz cleverly kept the Church under the state by alternating 

enforcement of Lerdo's hard-nosed reforms, and the occasional relaxation 

of his application of the laws, which kept the Church off-balance'and in 

his debt at the same time. 9 The nationalization of Church lands was an 

irreversible process which continued into the Porfiriato, and Diaz was 

eventually able to settle the multitude of practical and political prob-

lems associated with the transfer of property. Once that was accom-

plished, he could afford to offer the weakened Church a measure of con-

ciliation, and even allowed it to reacquire a certain amount of wealth.'° 

The resurgence of Catholicism on a popular level peaked in 1895 with the 

coronation of the Virgin of Guadalupe, celebrated with the authorization 

of both Porfirio Diaz and Pope Leo XIII. This event, which attracted an 

international delegation which included the archbishops of New York, New 

Orleans, and Santa Fe, served as a symbolic seal on the working arrange-

ment between Church and state in the Porfiriato. Although Diaz did not 

attend the ceremony, many of his cabinet and administration did, and 

there were some joint festivities involving officials from Church and 

state. Unfortunately, but typically, several delegations from Indian 

coiiuiiunities were denied admission to the church during the coronation 

ceremony. 11 

Another feature of the political stability of the Porfiriato 

stemmed from uniting liberals and conservatives in the common goal of 

order and economic progress, resulting in a single oligarchy. Once the 
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new oligarchy became established, towards the end of the period, it was 

possible for a division to arise between the conservative bourgeoisie 

and the liberal, or progressive, bourgeoisie. 12 D:faz effectively depo-

liticized Mexico, as there were no real opposition parties until the end, 

and he controlled virtually every aspect of the national political life. 

The masses remained on the sidelines of their own destiny, powerless to 

address their problems, or to participate in resolving them. 13 Despite 

the inequalities and eventual social chaos, the Porfiriato was a time of 

relative political peace, albeit an enforced peace. This measure of do-

mestic tranquility contributed to a population increase from 8.7 million 

in 1874 to over 15 million in 1911. 14 

Foreign Investment  

During the Porfiriato, Mexico was inundated by foreign investment. 

Under Juárez, the government had little funds, and suspended payment on 

the foreign debt, so that most foreigners were unwilling to invest in 

Mexico while Juárez remained in office. What little economic growth 

did occur was the result of Mexican investment, or of the British firm 

that invested in the Veracruz railroad. 15 Under Diaz ., however, domestic 

political stability was greatly increased, and Mexico improved its repu-

tation with foreign investors. 

The prevailing economic policy was based on a liberalized foreign 

trade, and on the importation of capital, rather than on developing and 

consolidating domestic markets. 16 Investment from the United States 

made up about 66 cents of every dollar invested in Mexico by 1910, and 

accounted for half of Mexico's wealth, increasing from less than 100 

million pesos in 1884 to 3.4 billion in 1911.17 Of total direct foreign 
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investment, about one-third went into railroads, a quarter into mining, 

and the remainder into banks, utility companies, property ventures, tex-

tile factories, and oil. 18 Eighty-three percent of United States' in-

vestment was in railroads and mining, with Anaconda, Phelps Dodge, and 

United States Mining, Smelting, and Refining in the lead in mining. By 

1911, approximately ninety percent of all fixed investment in mining was 

foreign, and eighty percent of it was American. 19 In oil, Edward L. Do-

heny, an American, assisted by loans from Mexican banking and commercial 

interests, created the Mexican Petroleum Company, which was later bought 

out by Standard 0±1.20 British investments included twenty-one percent 

in the public services sector, and eight percent in Mexico's public 

debt. 21 

As a result of the massive foreign investment, the export sector 

grew the fastest, with an annual increase of 6.1 percent, overshadowing 

the significant growth in import-substitution and industrialization, 

especially in the areas of cotton textiles, liquor, and tobacco products. 

The former export leaders of gold and silver dropped from two-thirds to 

one half of total exports. The new mines of the north began producing 

lead, copper, and zinc, while rubber, chicle, chickpeas, and livestock 

were the fastest-growing agricultural products, adding to the already 

established exports of henequen, coffee, vanilla, and hides. 22 By 1900, 

oil was becoming important, and Diaz tried to exploit the newly-discov-

ered oilfields while keeping peace among competing foreigners. He gave 

the lands between Tampico and Veracruz to the American conglomerate, 

Huasteca Petroleum Company, and the lands south of Veracruz to El Aguila, 

a British monopoly. These two groups controlled eighty-nine percent of 

Mexican petroleum production, while ninety-two percent of the mining prof-
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its went to either British or American interests. 23 

Mexican cientficos collaborated with foreign investors and took 

advantage of the safe areas for investment. They were directly involved 

in the operations, by handling concessions and contracts, and serving on 

company boards. Pablo Maceda, for example, President of Congress, was 

director of two banks, the Aguila Oil Company, the Panamerican Railway, 

the Buen Tono cigarette firm, the Mexican Light and Power Company, and 

the Light Power Company of Pachuca. Fernando Pimentel, Mayor of Mexico 

City in 1910, served on the board of four banks, the Chapala Hydro-

Electric Company, the San Rafael Paper Company, the Industrial Company 

of Atlixco, the Sierra Lumber Company, and the Monterrey Smelting Compa-

ny. 24 

By 1911, American capital in Mexico exceeded the amount of all 

other foreign investments, including those of Mexicans. American in-

vestment was three times that of other foreigners, twice that of Mexi-

cans, and greater than the value of property held by Mexicans and 

Europeans combined. 25 Although Diaz strengthened the Mexican state, it 

was still too weak to withstand the shifts among the major North Atlantic 

industrial powers, the fluctuating prices for raw materials, or the chang-

ing foreign policy leanings of different United States governments. In-

deed, Mexico's heavy dependence on foreign investment left the country 

in a vulnerable position. 26 

Railroads and Communications Infrastructures  

Crucial for national economic growth was the construction of rail-

roads, telegraph systems, and ports. In 1880, Mexico had only 920 kilo-

meters of track, compared with more than 20,000 kilometers by 1910.27 
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Construction of the railroads was mostly determined by opportunities for 

short-term economic gains for special :interest groups, rather than by 

long-term plans for integrating the country. For the most part, any in-

tegration that did occur was secondary and accidental. Major railways 

and accompanying telegraph lines connected only principal commercial cen-

ters and the export markets. Feeder lines served the economic needs of 

the individual entrepreneurs rather than the bulk of the population. In 

all fairness, however, the railroads and telegraph lines did benefit 

Mexican producers, if only as an unplanned by-product, because they were 

now in a position to penetrate their own markets. 28 

The process of integration improved the efficiency of existing fac-

tors of production, and put idle resources to work. In the early part of 

the Porfiriato, when the transportation system was still very limited, 

the country's textile manufacturers located their plants near the east 

coast, and relied heavily on imported cotton for their production; very 

little was produced locally. The expansion of the railroads brought 

about a tremendous increase in cotton production in Sonora and Nuevo 

Leon, so that by 1910 Mexico had doubled its cotton production, and had 

become virtually self-sufficient in the product. 29 

Impact on Landholding Patterns  

The economic progress of the Porfiriato, achieved by politcal sta-

bility, foreign investment, and an increased railroad system, had pro-

found and long-lasting impact on the landholding patterns, which greatly 

affected the Indians. As Eric Wolf observed, "the advancement of one 

sector was bought at the price of dislocation and rearrangement of the 

other. ,30 The cientificos often justified the concentration of land 



54 

ownership into the hands of a few with the assumption that the peasants, 

especially the Indians, were backward and incapable of economic develop-

ment. Wolf argues against the thinking of the cientificos, who wanted 

the campesinos to shed their backwardness. But backwardness is not 

simply the absence of advancement; it involves a specific relation-

ship developed over time between the two sectors, a relationship of mul-

tiple constraints in which the backward sector has been made to serve 

the purposes of its dominant opposite number ,'31 he claims. "Integra-

tion between the two sectors has caused massive, unforeseen changes in 

traditional means of ordering access to land and labor, with ramifying 

consequences for the lifeways of local populations .,,32 

Land concentration began to accelerate with the liberal land reforms 

of the Ley Lerdo in 1857. 33 The liberals' faith in individualism and 

private property caused their reforms to backfire, because they attacked 

the entailment of corporate ownership such as in the Church and Indian 

communities, instead of attacking lay landholdings (latifundia), which, 

although privately owned, constituted as much of an entailment as did 

corporate ownership. Consequently, the liberals' dream of creating a 

nation of small property owners resulted in the opposite, with increased 

land concentration. 34 By forcing the Indians to sell their communal 

lands (ejidos), the liberals opened the door for private landowners to 

buy them, and deprive the Indians of much of their land, and increase 

the number of landless peasants and laborers. 35 Although by 1910 forty-

one percent of the Indian communities maintained possession of some of 

their village lands, most of the lands left to them were of inferior 

quality. 36 

Before 1870, landowners and peasants had limited opportunites for 
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economic growth. The opportunities, especially for the landowners, be-

gan to improve with the expanded international market which resulted from 

North Atlantic industrialism, urban consumerism, and the construction of 

the railroads. The landowners were in a stronger position to take advan-

tage of this economic activity, and became more aggressive in amassing 

land at the expense of the campesinos. 37 As unrest and dissension mount-

ed, the positivists attributed it to the differences of opinion on ab-

stract matters, rather than on concrete social realities. The facts in-

dicate, however, that the trend towards concentration of land ownership 

was extreme, which would give ample reason for rebellion among the rural 

masses, whose livelihood depended on possessing land. In 1910, about 

830 individuals owned 6,000 ranches or plantations, amounting to 880,000 

square kilometers, or forty percent of the country. These hacendados  

employed about 3,130,400 persons as peons, which, counting women and 

children, totalled at least 410,566. Eight men owned a total of 22,500 

hectares, an area greater than the countries of Costa Rica, Panama, El 

Salvador, and Haiti combined. Luis Terrazas alone owned a piece of land 

in Chihuahua the size of Belgium. By contrast, 96.9 percent of rural 

households owned no land at all. 38 

Because the Mexican Indians were agricultural peoples, their social 

situation was bound up with their land needs. By the end of the Porfi-

nato, they had become primarily campesinos, and formed approximately 

fifteen percent of the national population. They either lived in their 

own communities, working their land communally, or as dependent peons 

for the hacendados. 39 Although the Indians' life was never easy under 

the Spanish colonial administration, nor in the first fifty years of 

independence, their plight worsened considerably during the Porfiriato, 
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as the land reform laws began to be applied to their ejidos, and especial-

ly as Diaz, favoring large estates, passed new laws aiding land specula-

tors and developers. 

The land laws of the Porfiriato were largely responsible for making 

the Indians worse off than before Independence, as the federal government 

abolished the paternalistic guarantees of earlier times. 4° They contin-

ued the liberal reformers' policy of breaking up ejidos and attempting 

to force the Indians to fit into the transition to capitalism. This so-

called "putting the Indians on equal standing" spelled ruin for them, 

because it opened the door wide for large corporate landowners to force 

the Indians to sell their land, or simply expropriate it without compen-

sation. As Guillermo Prieto said, ' We have become the 'gachupi.nes' for 

the Indians .,,41 

The colonization laws of 1875, 1883, and 1894 allowed for the sub-

division of the public lands (baldos), and for the establishment of 

professional subdividers. They were aimed at attracting foreign immi-

grants, particularly Europeans, because the cientificos expected them 

to work the land more productively than the Indians did. 42 The coloni-

zation law of 1883 allowed the government to contract with survey com-

panies to locate and measure the baldos, and were then able to keep 

one-third of the land they surveyed. The effect of the law was to favor 

land speculation rather than immigration, which had been the stated aim 

of the government. The colonization law of 1894 allowed anyone to file 

claim for unoccupied lands without producing evidence of title. 43' The 

lands in question were worth little, being infertile and lacking water. 

Although the lands had traditionally belonged to the Indians, the gov-

ernment claimed them, subdivided them, and then sold them back to the 
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Indians who could afford them. In 1883 and 1884, the government sold the 

Indians 158,000 hectares, issuing 4,123 titles. 44 Between 1883 and 1893, 

125 million acres were surveyed as ba1dios, allowing private companies 

to acquire nearly 42 million acres, a figure which increased to 50 mil-

lion by 1906. 45 

There were four categories of public land created by Diaz: baldros, 

defined as lands never alienated by the nation or destined for public, 

use; demasras, lands held by an individual within certain bounds, in 

excess of amounts stated on the deed; excedencias, individually-held 

lands for twenty years or more, bordering on the owner's lawful property; 

and nacionales, baldcos that were discovered, such as lands that .were 

claimed illegally, or that were completely abandoned. 46 The law of 1883 

employed the pretext of surveying for the purpose of colonization, and 

therefore included some limitations, which were never enforced, on which 

lands could be appropriated, and how large the individual landholdings 

could be. The law of 1894 dropped all limitation, and was openly used 

by the Diaz regime to reward political favorites, and thereby strengthen 

the hold of the political machine on the nation. 47 

The colonization laws played such a key role in alienating the 

Indians from their lands, and in creating a large landless, migrant, 

labor force, that Wistano Luis Orozco, an agrarian precursor of the 

Revolution, considered it to be the principal mechanism motivating the 

campesinos to take part in the Revolution. 48 After 1900, as industry 

began to expand, and the economy suffered recessions, the resulting 

decrease in demand for labor caused many peasants to leave Mexico and 

seek employment in the United States. 49 

The land laws cannot be said to have affected all the rural masses 



58 

in the same way. While in the north and in Morelos, capitalist agricul-

ture and mining enterprises caused landowners to severely threaten In-

dian and mestizo campesino lands, this was not the case in parts of the 

Bajro. There were few attempts to expand the great estates, so that be-

tween 1882 and 1910 the number of small land holdings (ranchos) and 

ranches both increased, with the average size of the units diminishing. so 

Luis Gonzalez's study of two towns in Michoacán shows that for the pre-

dominantly mestizo population of San Jose de Gracia, the Porfiriato was 

a time of peace and prosperity. Land was held fairly equally by an in-

creasing number of small landowners (rancheros). Wages were low, but 

debt peonage did not exist there, and life was apparently better for 

most of the inhabitants than it had been thirty years earlier. 51 

The Tarascan Indians of Naranja, Michoacn, on the other hand, lost 

most of their land to Hispanic hacendados. Most of the inhabitants of 

Naranja were forced into sharecropping arrangements after 1900, and 

spent part of the year migrating to lowland plantations to earn 37 cen-

tavos for a ten-hour clay. As a result, the Porfiriato was one long 

nightmare for the Tarascans of Naranja. Life became harder, family life 

was disrupted, and the quality of diet, housing, and clothing all dete-

52 
riorated. The two generalized trends of concentration of land tenure, 

and commercialization of agriculture, were particularly detrimental to 

the many free Indian and mestizo villages. The experience of the Ta-

rascans in Naranja was the more common experience in the Porfiriato. In 

the Bajio and the region of Guadalajara, the expropriation of village 

lands seems to have been milder, but it was definitely more severe in 

colima, Jalisco (on the whole), Morelos, and Veçacruz, where plantation 

crops were cultivated for export. The extensive'land takeovers, combined 
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with population increases, created a large class of landless canipesinos, 

some of whom became industrial workers, but most of whom remained in the 

countryside as temporary contract laborers and sharecroppers. 53 

In southern Mexico, an increase in the cultivation of plantation 

crops, such as henequen (hemp or sisal), sugar, rubber, coffee, and 

tobacco, radically altered life there. The commercialization of agri-

culture, aided by foreign capital, and developed in response to rising 

world prices, led to wholesale transfers of sparsely settled national 

lands over to private ownership. For example, nearly fifty percent of 

the total territorial extension of Tabasco and Chiapas passed to colo-

nization companies. In central Mexico, the concentration of landhold-

ings produced a labor surplus, but' in the south a similar development 

led to seasonal labor scarcity, debt peonage, and even slavery. The 

plantations of southern Mexico were usually located a long ways from 

large population centers, meaning that large numbers of harvest workers 

had to be enticed, recruited, and forced onto the plantations, and then 

kept there until the work was done. The increase in plantation agri-

culture, the survival of free villages in the highlands and remote 

areas, increased labor scarcity and coercion; and the inadequate expan-

sion of railroads discouraged industrialization and diversification of 

agriculture. While Mexico as a whole was typified by unbalanced devel-

opment, the south was the most extreme. 54 

Railroad companies greatly influenced landholding patterns, because 

the federal government, in its obsession with economic development, 

needed railroads in order to export mineral resources and plantation 

crops. The railroad companies were virtually entirely owned by foreign-

ers, whose interests they served, and they mostly dealt with Mexican 
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capitalists and landowners, who controlled the banks. The federal gov-

ernment, even though it was essentially building the railroads as a pub-

lic service, and was contracting their construction out to foreigners, 

did little to supervise them, and mostly submitted to their demands. 55 

Unequal Economic Development  

After 1900, the Mexican economy began to slow- down. Until 1907, 

at least on paper, the annual trade surplus was 30 million pesos, but 

that was not the whole picture. There was an outward flow of 48 million 

pesos, to cover payments on the public debt (24 million pesos), the rail-

roads (20 million pesos), and on commitments of the Banco Nacional and 

the Banco de Londres y Mxico. Also, the alleged surplus ignored the 

huge profits taken out of Mexico by foreign investors. 56 Due to changes 

in the international market, Mexico's exports began to decrease, which 

affected the fledgling national industries, and caused some small bus-

inesses to close clown. 57 The economy mostly recovered by 1910, but the 

damage had been done. Taken as a whole, the Porfiriato's economic dev-

elopment program coincided with lower standards of living for the masses. 

Railroads enhanced production and commerce, but also prompted the sei-

zure of village lands by hacendados and land speculators. Fewer Mexi-

cans owned land, and many had less to eat than before. The expansion 

of commercial agriculture for export in southern Mexico led to increased 

debt peonage and, in some places, virtual slavery. Industrialization 

created a new class of Mexicans who received wages that were inadequate 

for the basic necessities of life. Industrial working conditions were 

unsafe, and workers' efforts to defend their rights and advance their 

collective interests were repressed. Although Mexico City had new 
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Street lamps, beautiful theaters, and impressive public buildings as 

monuments to its progress, the city for most of its inhabitants was 

overcrowded, expensive, dirty, and dangerous because of diseases, acci-

dents, and violent crime. For most Mexicans, progress meant poverty. 58. 

Real wages dropped, primarily because of the rise in food prices, which 

was possibly due to changes in hacienda crops, as the production of bas-

ic foods such as corn and beans fell, and priority was given to export 

crops. 59 

While the unrest caused by unequal economic development was mainly 

felt in the agrarian sector, the industrial proletariat, including min-

ers, grew to between eight and fifteen percent of the adult labor force 

by 1900. According to statistics from the Diaz government, there were 

about 107,000 mine and 624,000 manufacturing workers, reflecting the 

trend towards free wage labor for the purposes of capital accumulation. 6° 

The cientrficos' campaign against anarchy seemed to overlook two fac-

tors: the existence of socio-economic inequalities, which the education 

system essentially ignored; and the deep chasm between, on the one hand, 

the upper and middle classes -- made up of Spaniards, creoles and for-

eigners -- and the other eighty percent of the population, made up of 

Indians and mestizos. The dictatorship chose to deal with the problem 

of mute unrest by using repression instead of attending to it with a 

more equitable distribution of wealth, or with the division of lands 

among the campesinos. 61 The cientificos eventually paid the price by 

losing power, and by seeing the nation plunge into more than ten years 

of violent revolution. 

The urban workers' part in movements leading up to the Revolution 

saw two sections during the first twenty years. The first movement 
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included most journeyman tradesmen and better-paid workers, backed by 

moderate intellectuals who sought to find a working relationship with 

the dictatorship. The second movement was more radical, and included 

members of the industrial proletariat and laborers in artisan workshops, 

supported by radical intellectuals who began to seek more revolutionary 

and proletarian solutions. During the Porfiriato there were about 250 

strikes, mostly in textiles, tobacco, railways, mining, and bakeries.. 

From 1900 to 1910, when increased production in the textile, beverage, 

cement, brick, mining, printing, and cigarette industries was running 

independent artisans out of business, the reduced number of skilled 

laborers, together with growing numbers of the industrial proletariat, 

began to assert their demands, although to a lesser extent than the cani-

pesinos 62 

Indian Rebellions  

The Indians were the ones who bore the brunt of the Porfirian econ-

omic policies. Some of the dispossessed inhabitants of Escuinapa, Sina-

loa,, for example, complained to Francisco Madero in a letter in 1911. 

"The Indians never had the least problem during the colonial period, 

Independence, the United States' and French interventions, or the Reform, 

but the dictatorship of General Diaz came, and everything was repression, 

violence, and unlimited abuses."63 Although the letter was more emotion-

al than historically accurate, it demonstrates the degree of desperation 

of many of the Indians. 

By the end of the Porfiriato, there was widespread unrest among all 

sorts of groups, for a variety of reasons, but usually relating to one 

form or another of exploitation. There were white cowboys in the north, 
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Indian communities in the south, recent colonists in Veracruz, planta-

tion workers in Colima, and laborers on California-style commercial 

farms in Sonora and Sinaloa. All of these groups contributed to the 

mass unrest that eventually erupted into the Mexican Revolution in 

1910. They all shared, as a common point of departure, the Porfirian 

technological revolution, which was a permanent crisis featuring the 

convergence of the particular historical processes of the various 

groups. 64 

Land disputes were inevitable, given the land policies of the Por-

firiato, but when such cases were brought to DIaz's attention, he shift-

ed the responsibility onto someone else. He and the Chamber of Deputies 

generally treated with indifference the Indians who appealed land deci-

sions. In some cases they were even punished for filing complaints. 

In February, 1904, for example, the administrator of one hacienda re-

quested a decision in his dispute with the Indians who claimed that 

their lands had been unfairly seized. Diaz preferred to pass the buck 

to the Governor of Guanajuato, however, so he could avoid criticism if 

the verdict met with -disfavor. Diaz was willing to listen to complaints, 

but he was never willing to take sides. Apparently, he never displayed 

any sympathy for the landless Indians. 6S 

It is not known how many land disputes were taken to the president 

of the Chamber of Deputies, but certainly they were sufficient to indi-

cate genuine disenchantment, as well as some sort of hope that the cen-

tral government would do something. Since these efforts failed, people 

began to take matters into their own hands, even though any popular ini-

tiative which provided an alternative to the prejudicial federal poli-

cies was viewed as a threat and labelled "socialist ." For example, 
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Alberto Santa F6 was called a socialist for proposing a program outlin-

ing independent and national development, in his program called the Ley  

del Pueblo. 66 Many campesinos, after finding the government unrespon-

sive, began movements characterized by agrarian democracy, such as the 

- 
rebellion of Ciudad del MAIL ,, San Luis Potosi- 67. One common feature 

of Indian social organization which influenced the land revolts was the 

esaltation of their local homeland or nation (patr.ia chica) above the 

central state, which, for most Indian communities, was at best a remote 

illusion, and at worst an arbitrary oppressor. Consequently, Indian 

movements were fiercely parochial, as in the case of the Chontal Mixtec 

village of San Bartolo, Oaxaca, which "seemed to have their municipality 

on the brain." 68 Outsiders found them very closed, and their social 

organization "very clannish. ,69 - 

At the beginning of the Porfiriato, in 1877, there were many at-

tempted land uprisings in Guanajuato, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Michoacan ., 

Oaxaca, Quertaro, and San Angel, in the Federal District. The gover-

nor of Hidalgo claimed that these land revolts were due to "the eager-

ness of the townspeople to break out of the narrow restrictions that 

have been placed upon them. ,70 He also expressed a fear that the 

"communist war" against the landowners would turn into a "caste war" 

against all whites. The thought of a mass race war seems to have 

struck terror in the hearts of the middle and upper classes of Mexico, 

in much the same way that a "communist revolution" does today in the 

United States. The uprisings of the Sierra Gorda, the Mezquital, and 

the Huasteca, however, cannot be said to have been racial confronta-

tions. 71 In March of 1878, El Socialista reported on the continuing 

land rebellion in the state of Hidalgo. "The attempted collilhiunist 
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revolution is increasing with each new day in the state of Hidalgo 

,,72 the newspaper reported. "That state is not at peace as 

far as the Indians are concerned, and will be unable to be at peace 

until the cause for the agitation ceases, that is, the plunder that has 

been carried out against the poor . . . . 73 it warned. "The violence, 

taxes, and crimes that have been committed against the Indians of that 

state have been sufficiently powerful elements for developing not only 

collilulunism there, but a terrible and bloody caste war. ,74 

Apologists for federal land policies often claimed that the hacien-

das of the north, and some in the southeast, grew out of bald'os, but 

that was not always the case. Although it is true that the Indians in 

the north were few and scattered, even the lands of those small villages 

were not safe. One example of this was the campesino revolt of San 

Jose de las Islas, Zacatecas, in 1877, against the survey company. 75 

It is likely that there were many similar uprisings that were not record-

ed because they were easily and quickly suppressed, or were remote. The 

Porfiriato brought these new characteristics of concentrated land owner-

ship, forced labor, decrease in real wages, and unfulfilled promises by 

Diaz concerning restitution of the lands taken away from the campesi-

76 
nos. 

One of the most important movements of somewhat socialist inspira-

tion was the rebellion of Sierra Gorda, from 1877-1881. 77 Many villages 

were involved in the states of Guanajuato, Mexico, Queretaro, and San 

Luis Potosi. Other people who were not canipesinos also joined in the 

struggle for land and against central authority under the "Socialist 

Plan of Sierra Gorda," signed "on 15 July, year 358 of the enslavement 

"78 
of the people. It proposed a "socialist directorate," defended by 
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an armed populace and sustained by a constitution based on socialist 

principles. Although all the movements that had characteristics of 

agrarian socialism failed, they underscored the contradictions that 

eventually brought down the Porfiriato. 79 

Most land revolts owed little to outside agitation or ideology, 

reflecting instead the exaltation of the patria chica and the natural 

reaction to the loss of their ancestral lands. The rebellions in the 

state of Chiapas were an example of this, the most famous being the 

Chamula rebellion in 1869. All the institutions of Chiapas were pre-

dicated on exploitation and oppression of the campesinos. Because of 

this, right from the beginning their demands were not restricted to 

recovering their lands, but were aimed at other elements of the power 

structure, including the monopolization of markets, the enforced per-

sonal contributuions, poor treatment, low wages, and lack of govern-

ment representation. The ideological expression of the movement, how-

ever, took a religious form. Messianism was the unifying force for the 

Chamula campesinos in their reaction to a dehumanizing situation. Even 

more important was their social, economic, and political organization 

through which the campesinos managed to secure a parallel position of 

power, albeit temporary, in one of the least developed areas of the 

nation. 80 

The newspaper El Hijo del Trabajo reported a revealing incident in 

1879, in which a campesino was collecting, grass for his animals one day, 

when he received a shot in the back, from the hacienda guard. In re-

sponse, the campesino wounded the guard and fled. "The act of aggres-

sion had its origins in the dealings of the landlord, to whom the man 

,,81 
today found guilty did not want to sell his land. This type of 
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occurrence was common, and indicates the level of tension, unrest and 

repression that existed. A wide range of groups were involved in rebel-

lion, from well-known political figures, to Indian villages, a sea of 

unemployed lower class workers, who provided the cannon fodder for-numer-

ous regional caciques who continually pronounced against the government, 

to the simple bandits who were only interested in improving their mate-

rial circumstances. 82 The most important rebellions between 1876 and 

1886 involved politicians fighting against the central government. Lead-

ership of these campesino uprisings was not in the hands of campesinos, 

but of lower clergy and military officers, and to a lesser extent caci-

ques and caudillos. 83 

One region that became a center of cainpesino radicalism during the 

Porfiriato was the Laguna region of Coahuila in the north. Originally 

a desert region, the Laguna was transformed into one of the nation's 

major agricultural, mining, and industrial zones, and its agricultural 

workers provided an important source of pre-revolutionary discontent, 

especially between 1900 and 1910. They were one of the first groups to 

revolt against the Diaz government, and subsequently formed a key ele-

ment in the armies of Madero, Huerta, Villa, and Carranza. 84 In twenty-

three of the thirty-four years of the Porfiriato, serious incidents of 

popular unrest and violence disrupted the Laguna countryside. These 

protests came from two groups: small landowners and Indian villagers 

who mantained a marginal existence in independent communities, who were 

continually and actively engaged in resisting the attempts of large 

landowners to usurp their land and water. Landless agricultural workers 

made up the second major source of discontent, as they rebelled against 

the insecurities of their work environment, low wages, high food prices, 
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and poor working conditions. The small landowners waged battles against 

the armed retainers of the large plantations, while the landless wage-

workers resorted to banditry, food riots, demands for higher wages, and 

armed attacks on the landowners. 85 Employers in the Laguna region paid 

the highest wages available to unskilled laborers in Mexico, which re-

sulted in a mass of landless canipesinos pouring into the area between 

1880 and 1910, expanding the rural population from under 20,000 to over 

200,000, and creating an industrial labor force of over 30,000.86 While 

the workers of the Laguna were mostly mestizos, the situation is indica-

tive of the social unrest accompanying the Porfirian economic policies, 

which provided the new dependent capitalist ventures with a ready sup-

ply of cheap labor. 87 

As Indians became aware of the similarities among their various 

struggles, some of them attempted to band together. The earlist effort 

was the first Indian congress, in 1879, which the liberal press attacked 

violently. 88 The majority of Indian movements, however, were local in 

scope. The two major, and longlasting rebellions, were the Yaquis of 

Sonora, and the Mayas of Yucatan. 

Sonora was one of the most interesting and dynamic regions of Mexi-

co during the Porfiriato. Previously neglected by the federal govern-

ment, and more closely linked with the United States than with the rest 

of Mexico, Sonora moved to the forefront of Mexican development during 

the period. Diaz and his associates quickly began to develop the poten-

tial of this resource-rich state, making it attractive to foreign inves-

tors, improving its connections with international markets through im-

proved transportation and communications systems, and promoting immi-

gration and colonization of its sparsely-populated and under-exploited 
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land. 89 The landowners of Sonora were of the progressive, entrepreneur-

ial variety, and they were experienced in pacifying Indians. They de-

feated the Apaches on the border and subjugated the Yaqui and Mayo In-

dians along the fertile river valleys. 90 The expansion of the economy 

in northern Mexico, generally speaking, was less detrimental to villag-

ers, campesinos, and small landholders, as it was in the central core 

or southern periphery of Mexico. Economic growth in the sparsely-popu-

lated north led to labor scarcity, competition for workers, a rising 

wage level, and attractive land rental and sharecropping arrangements. 

According to Friedrich Katz, resident peons on northern haciendas pos-

sessed a noticeably higher standard of living than their counterparts 

in the south. 91 

The Yaqui situation in Sonora was a noteworthy exception, due to 

their misfortune of being situated on the fertile Yaqui River Valley. 

As early as 1868 there were wars with the landowners and the govern-

ment, continuing sporadically until 1926. The wars officially ended in 

1902 when the government deported many of them to the Yucatan peninsula 

to work and die on henequen plantations. 92 In 1875, one acculturated 

Yaqui named Cajeme led his people and the Mayos into battle against the 

landowners, hoping to reclaim their lands. He was able to take advan-

tage of the whites' fighting among themselves and organized the Yaquis 

and Mayos into a large confederation. After his death in 1887, Teta-

biate contined the battle. They admitted defeat in 1902, and many of 

them were sent to Yucatan. 93 

The situation of the Mayas in Yucatan was very different, except 

in its unfortunate outcome. The economic growth of the export sectors 

in Yucatan was a result of increasing foreign demand for henequen. 
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Local landowners, encouraged by North American markets (especially 

International Harvester), turned the northwest portion of Yucatan into 

commercial henequen plantations. Production increased from 41,864 

bales (159 kilos each) in 1876 to more that 680,000 bales in 1911, as 

entrepreneurs restructured the local economy and oriented production 

towards the export sector. By the end of the Porfiriato, the colonial-

style haciendas had become modern henequen plantations, producing the 

raw fiber which was then sent off to the cordage factories of the United 

States, where it was made into binder twine for North American grain 

farmers 

The Mayas also had a long history of fighting the central govern-

ment over land rights and forced labor. The most notorious uprising 

was the Caste War, which began in 1847 and lasted fifty years. 95 During 

the Porfiriato, the henequen boom encouraged land expropriations by the 

hacendados, and it increased forced labor. There were several types of 

working arrangements in which the Indians could find themselves. The 

more fortunate stayed out of debt and were able to live on the hacienda 

or in the nearby town. The sharecropping arrangement varied, but it 

usually included from ten to fifteen percent of the tenant's crop. 

Renters were free to move around throughout the year and could hire out 

their sevices wherever they desired. 96 Most were not so fortunate, how-

ever, and ended up snared by debt peonage, which had been officially 

sanctioned in 1843, and reiterated in 1882 by the Industrial Agriculture  

Law of the State of Yucatn. 97 Article S stated that peons who left work 

without paying their debts would be prosecuted. Also, landowners could 

be arrested for hiding runaway servants. The state refused to implement 

an outright system of slavery, but allowed it to exist under another 
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name. 98 One institution which reinforced the indebtedness of resident 

peons was the hacienda store (tienda de raya). The stores were run by 

either the hacendado or the local merchant; and whether they overcharged 

or not, they did provide a mechanism for increasing peon indebtedness, 

and thereby for reducing campesino freedom of movement. 99 

While debt peonage was the single most important factor in keeping 

a closed labor system, there were other factors which contributed. The 

changing land tenure patterns broke up village common lands, enabling 

planters to increase the size of their landholdings while simultaneously 

bolstering their estate work force. Liberal reform laws of 1856 and 

1857 had decreed the village lands were to be parceled out in small 

allotments to all village heads of families. Nearby hacendados often 

bought out individual allotments,' resulting in a reduction of the phys-

ical size of the villages. 66 ejidos were broken up in Yucatan alone 

from 1878_1912.100 Villagers stripped of their lands had little choice 

but to move to the nearby hacienda. The hacendado had ample supply of 

corn, water, and firewood, which the Indians needed for survival. 101 

The specter of military service also inhibited campesino indepen-

dence. Since the Caste War continued for so long, the state needed a 

permanent army to protect the border settlements from Indian attacks, 

and a mobile national guard force with the flexibility to act as a 

support column to the southeastern army to maintain law and order on 

the local level. Conscription was evidently uniformly despised by all 

recruits, causing many to flee at the sight of local jefes politicos, 

who were responsible for fulfilling the draft quotas. Males- between 

the ages of fifteen and sixty were required to serve annually. 102 

The enforced roadwork crew (fajina), which required all males from fif-
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teen to sixty to work on road gangs twice a year, also restricted cain-

pesino mobility. 103 

The Indians had a choice between the lesser of two or more evils, 

as work on the henequen plantations was miserable. The henequen workers' 

diet, primarily corn and beans, and an occasional piece of meat, caused 

considerable health problems. Particularly common among the young were 

chronic intestinal disorders, caused by unsanitary conditions in the 

countryside. Diarrhea was the main cause of death. Pellagra, a vitamin 

B-12 deficiency brought on by the poor diet, caused scaling, itching, 

and inflammation of the skin, and finally, serious personality disorders, 

which often prompted suicide. 104 The henequen boom lowered campesinos' 

mobility and real wages, and worsened their working conditions. Apolo-

gists have lauded the patron-client relationship as the key humanizing 

factor in the operation of the plantation. They stress the sense of 

security the workers felt towards their place in the hacienda community, 

and the special relationship they enjoyed with the planter. 105 One de-

tractor, however, claims that paternalism grew out of a need to disci-

pline the workers and to morally justify a system of exploitation. Pa-

ternalism undermined solidarity among the oppressed by building personal 

links between the landowners -- or their surrogates -- and the workers. 106 

The governor of Yucatan, Olegario Molina, was able to corner much 

of the henequen market for his family interests, as well as to profit 

from the favoritism of the president. In 1909, for instance, Molina 

received 2,179 hectares of land which bordered one of his estates, and 

which had been ejidos, farmed by the Mayas for generations. He was also 

given three Maya villages outright, upon which he sent the local jefe 

polItico to evict the Indians on three months' notice. One of the 
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Mexican newspapers, El Pars, reported the eviction story in 1909, criti-

cizing Molina and sympathizing with the Mayas, who were treated "as one 

kicks out a street cur, without caring whether he will die of hunger or 

thirst. 107 

Many people fabricated and circulated the image of the Maya worker 

as indolent and docile, a story which served the interests of both the 

supporters and detractors of the boom economy. In reality, the system 

fostered a large amount of social violence, as planters and political 

authorities resorted to such repressive mechanisms as bounty hunters, 

secret police, and the ubiquitous jefes politicos, in order to contain 

campesino dissatisfaction. The white ruling class lived in constant 

lived in perpetual fear of large-scale uprisings. 108 During the Porfi-

nato, there was almost continual war between the central government 

and some groups of Mayas. In 1901, General Ignacio Bravo, aided by 

Yucatecan and federal forces, finally captured the Maya capital of Chañ 

Santa Cruz, but the defeated Mayas continued their struggle to the end 

of the Porfiriato. In June of 1910, for example, 5,000 insurgent In-

dians attacked the town of Valladolid, located 154 kilometers southeast 

of Mrida. During the raid, the Maya rebels seized rifles and pistols, 

and began a reign of terror. One of their first acts was to brutally 

murder all principal government employees, including the jefe polrtico, 

the chief of police, and a criminal court judge, together with their 

wives and children. 109 

In most smaller revolts or clashes, the object of dissatisfaction 

was the administrator of the plantation, and the national guard was 

usually sent in quickly to suppress the disturbance before it had a 

chance to spread. Again, the ruling class was terrified of the very 
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real possibility of a large-scale rebellion. 110 In most cases, social 

violence erupted as a reaction to local stimuli, rather than to a larger, 

coordinated resistance effort, as the Mayas were generally kept isolat-

ed. 111 Between 1907 and 1911, newspapers were filled with stories of 

violent disputes between village ejidos and encroaching haciendas; argu-

ments over salary cuts brought on by the decline in the world market 

price of henequen; and objections raised by canipesinos who refused to 

serve in the national guard. These small-scale revolts appeared at 

first to be of little significance, but their marked increase over the 

last years of the Porfiriato suggests that social violence in Yucatan 

became the canipesinos' primary means of protest. 112 Yucatan experienced 

a breakdown of the social control mechanisms, being unable to isolate 

the sporadic outbreaks of violence. 113 

Considering the manner in which the Yucatecan politicians treated 

the Indians, it is ironic to note how great a show they made o the 

very Maya culture they were trying to destroy, when Diaz visited Yucatan. 

His visit was not intended to investigate the Maya situation, nor to 

improve their living conditions. 114 

There was a coiiuilon denominator in the Indian revolts of the Porfi-

riato. They all had to do with loss of land, either directly or indi-

rectly. Also, unrest was widespread in spite of the alleged peace and 

order of the period. Furthermore, while they had different characteris-

tics from one region to another, they were primarily concerned with pre-

serving the autonomy and traditional way of life in their little world, 

which had been turned upside down during the Porfiriato. 
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Economics and Education 

Mexico chose a path of economic development which was designed to 

enhance its national sovereignty, but which also amounted to a form of 

dependent capitalism. Political stability, foreign investment, and the 

construction of railroads, telegraph lines, and ports, all furthered 

economit development, but at a cost to the Indians. The land coloniza-

tion laws, which catered to foreign investors and to land developers, 

were detrimental to the Indian communities, and turned many of them 

into landless laborers for the mines, haciendas, for the small amount 

of urban industry, and for migrant work in the United States. The In-

dian communities frequently revolted in local, agrarian uprisings as a 

reaction against losing their traditional lands. The central government, 

with the help of state governments, was careful to repress the rebellions 

as quickly as possible in order to maintain an appearance of peace and 

order. The frequency of rebellion throughout the country, and the per-

sistence of the more longstanding conflicts, such as the Yaquis and the 

Mayas, indicates the seriousness of the impact of Mexican economic poli-

cy on the Indian population. 

In the end, it is evident that the cientfficos could not educate the 

Indians at the same time they were shooting them. The demand for cheap 

labor for economic development was more pressing politically than the 

capacity or willingness of the government, or the private sector, to 

provide a comprehensive system of education for the majority of Mexico's 

population. What the federal government could do, and did so very sig-

nificantly, was to provide the conditions which allowed national economic 

development to take place. Reliance upon foreign investments, however, 

also meant actual production remained largely in the hands of foreign 
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companies, who had little incentive to promote education. Quite to the 

contrary, these interests -- and they were the same for the national 

private sector -- wished to exploit cheap labor. For the most part this 

was manual labor, requiring little or no formal education. 

Economic strategies, chosen by the decision-makers of the Porfiria-

to, were not compatible with systems of comprehensive education. This, 

however, did not mean that there was no discussion of the need for educa-

tion, or that the federal government lacked an interest in this matter. 

Educational plans and projects were not lacking. These issues could be, 

and were, debated at great length by both educators and policy-makers. 

As will be shown in the following chapter, however, debate, discussion, 

and the making of plans, did not necessarily result in implementation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

IDEOLOGUES AND POLICY-MAKERS 

The ideas, attitudes, and philosophies of the Porfirian policy-

makers and educators were instrumental in determining Mexican education 

as a whole. In looking for clues regarding the lack of Indian education 

policy, the prevailing attitudes, debates, and discussions regarding the 

Indian question must be considered. Similarities of class background, 

education, and political leanings far outweighed the differences between 

the principal ideologues and policy-makers. All were middle or upper 

class, and most were educated in Mexican schools permeated with European 

worldviews and values. Limited to Mexico City for most of their pro-

fessional lives, these positivists rarely came in contact with rural 

Mexico. Concern for political order, economic progress and national 

unity were common themes for them. Politically, they generally shared 

a loyalty to Porfirian positivism. A wide range of mixtures of positiv-

ism and traditional liberalism, however, thrived during the Porfiriato, 

and some educators and policy-makers ended up opposing Diaz, if not the 

main positivist goals of political stability, a strong central state, 

and economic progress. 

The ideas of the major Porfirian thinkers are here presented in 

three categories: "biological determinists," who considered Indians 

to be racially inferior; "pessimists," who denied the inherent superior-

ity of any particular race, but who felt that the degeneration of the 

83 
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the Indians was hopelessly irreversible; and "optimists," who believed 

that the Indians could be redeemed through education. The major cleav-

age falls between the optimists and the two other groups, because only a 

fine line separated biological determinists and the pessimists. Socially, 

the first two groups were made up of slightly higher class than the opti-

mists, who were mostly educators and social scientists. The biological 

determinists and the pessimists were professionals', such as engineers, 

mathematicians, geologists, economists, philologists, and journalists. 

Regional differences appear to be less significant in distinguishing 

ideological preference as were class and career. The three biological 

determinists represented here were from Mexico City, while the other 

groups drew on the various regions. Most of those who came from differ-

ent regions, however, shared an urban outlook, and often gravitated to 

Mexico City during their careers. The optimists included several educa-

tors who stayed in the states instead of the Federal District. Through-

out the following discussion of the ideological differences, it. is impor-

tant to keep in mind the basic similarities they all shared. 

Biological Determinists  

Representative of the biological determinists were Francisco Bulnes 

(1847-1924), an engineer and prolific writer; 1 Francisco Cosmes (1850-

1907), an influential historian and journalist with the positivist news-

paper La Libertad; 2 and Antonio Garcia Cubas (1832-1912), a geologist and 

mathematician. 3 Bulnes, the most articulate and prolific spokesman of 

this position, believed that the Indians' inferiority was demonstrated 

by their slowness to advance agriculturally. He further pointed to their 

failure to apply techniques of irrigation to their own plots of land, 
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even though they had provided the labor for their masters' irrigation 

works. 4 He also believed that the Indians, being incapable of dealing 

with those who tried to take advantage of them, were the ones who actu-

ally exploited themselves and allowed the hacendados to rob them of 

their property. 5 Garcia Cubas, observing different levels of inferiori-

ty among the Indian groups, equated the superstition, idolatry, and up-

risings of the Mayas with inferiority, in comparison with the Indians 

of Oaxaca and Veracruz, who farmed and wove cotton garments. 6 

The only one of the three who tried to explain the causes of the 

Indians' inferiority, or to offer solutions, was Bulnes. He divided 

the races of the world according to their staple grain, either wheat, 

rice, or corn. The Indians of Mexico were inferior, according to Bulnes, 

because their corn-based diet sapped their mental, physical and moral 

vitality. 7 Concerning solutions, it is only logical to expect biologi-

cal determinists to deny the possibility of solutions. At best, they 

gave solutions that lacked conviction or serious consideration. Garca 

Cubas acknowledged that outstanding talents or education could enable 

individual Indians to successfully assimilate into the white race, but 

that could not be considered as a solution to the Indian question as a 

whole. 8 Bulnes advocated industrialism, which would integrate Indians 

into the urban work force and, as a side benefit, rescue them from the 

cultches of the hacendado, since they were unable to resist exploitation 

on their own. 9 Biological determinists sincerely doubted that any solu-

tion would work, and believed that the Indians as a race simply were in-

capable of progressing. Cosmes, who was also part of the Liberal Union, 

characterized the two main groups which made up Mexico by saying, "one 

of them was fit for civilization, being descendants of the Spanish either 
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physically or spiritually; the other, the Indian, was totally unsuited 

for civilization- 1110 Bulnes concluded that five million Argentines 

(white) were worth more than fourteen million Mexicans. 11 

Pessimists  

As examples of the pessimist view, four will suffice: Francisco 

Diaz Covarrubias (1833-1889), an influential engineer and astronomer; 12 

Jose Ivs Limantour (1854-1935), Dcaz's Minister of Finance, and unoffi-

cial leader of the cientrficos;'3 Carlos Diaz Duf6o (1861-1935), an 

economist, journalist, and biographer of Limantour; 14 and Francisco 

Pimentel (1832-1893), a philologist. is They differed from the biological 

determinists mostly in the degree that they saw positive qualities of 

the Indians, although one notes a considerable amount of condescension 

and reservation in their discussion of the attributes of the Indians. 

The pessimists described the Indians as affectionate, obliging and un-

assuming; 16 hardworking, careful and patient laborers; 17 capable of 

learning,, not greedy, living only one day at a time; 18 and, forming the 

proletariat, being an important part of society. 19 

Negative qualities far outnumbered the Indians' positive attributes, 

in the opinion of the pessimists. According to Diaz Covarrubias, the 

Indians were better at imitation than invention; they tended to be noisy, 

turbulent and unruly when they felt too oppressed; and were not to be 

trusted, as with all who are conquered, because they were cruel and ruth-

less in their dealings with whites. 20 In Limantour's opinion, they sim-

ply were not fit to participate in governing a nation. 21 Diaz Duf6o 

believed they were intellectually inferior to whites and lacked imagina-

tion. 22 From Pimentel's more extensive first-hand experience, he consid-
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ered Indians to be timid, servile, distrustful, hypocritical, deceitful, 

and even treacherous, because of all the suffering and abuse they had 

experienced. 23 Their positive traits only made them resigned, he be-

lieved, and, viewing the government, the nation, and institutions all 

with indifference, they would only arise from their apathy for causes 

that directly concerned them, such as their home, their land, or their 

villages. 24 Apparently gaining satisfaction from .watching the whites 

and mestizos destroy themselves in civil wars, the Indians seemed to be 

awaiting the right moment to shed their lethargy and reclaim their lost 

supremacy in the land they believed to still be theirs. Until then, 

they took part in civil wars only when forced into the army, and they 

fought just as easily on one side as the other, without participating 

in the issues of the whites and mestizos. 25 

Plagued by poverty because of their vices and wastefulness, Pimen-

tel believed, the Indians were reaping the unfortunate consequences of 

their ancestors' defective civilization, which included a barbarous re-

ligion, despotic governments, and communism. 26 The depravity inherited 

from their forefathers was to blame for their current poverty, manifest-

ing itself in their excessive drinking and exorbitant spending at reli-

gious festivals. "Those who speak out against the rich and in favor of 

the poor, why don't you consider that the bad fortune of the Indians is 

often a result of their bad habits and waste ."27 The supposed idolatry 

of the Indians also met with strong disapproval from Pimentel, who con-

trasted their anthropomorphic representations of Cod with the accepted 

Catholic conception of God as spirit. Preferring deformed images, the 

Indians, in his assessment, worshiped the ugliest saints the most. 28 

Claiming that virtually none of the Indians knew how to read their an-
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cient calendar, to interpret hieroglyphics, or to create their own lit-

erature, he complained of their lack of knowledge of their ancestors' 

achievements 29 

The pessimists despaired at finding solutions to the Indians' mis-

ery, which they considered to be permanent but not inherent, implausible 

as that may be. While Pimentel laid the ultimate blame on the Indians' 

ancestral way of life, he also recognized their suffering and victimiza-

tion as more immediate causes. 30 Diaz Covarrubias shared Pimentel's view 

of the suffering aspect, and lamented that trying to remedy the situation 

was like fighting a losing battle. Referring to the whole Indian ques-

tion, he complained that "whenever one thinks about it, and attempts to 

remedy it, he is disdainfully branded a socialist, this being the anathe-

ma of the epoch. "31 According to Limantour, natural determinants such 

as race, geography and climate had rendered the Indians permanently be-

yond hope. Transforming Mexico into a white man's country was the only 

solution for the nation, and this meant that the Indians simply were not 

ever to be fully integrated into society. 32 In Diaz Duf6o's opinion, the 

Indians were "without imagination, aptitudes or preliminary education ,,, 33 

and were isolated "as if in a melancholy dream," doomed to "atavistic 

somnolence ."34 Although Mexico had passed laws on the Indians' behalf, 

the laws were at best only partially fulfilled, according to Pimentel. 35 

Some laws, in fact, actually preserved slavery and sanctioned hatred, 

while others designed to protect them only hastened their degradation 

and demise. Continual civil was also contributed to the Indians' negli-

gible progress. He advocated making sure that the clergy submitted to 

civil laws, because the very ministers who were once the consolation of 

the Indians were now prone to take advantage of their innocence. 36 
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In Pimentel's assessment of the whites and Indians, he presented 

the two groups as being diametrically opposed. One group spoke Spanish 

and French, the other had over one hundred languages. The white was 

Catholic, or indifferent, the Indian was an idolater. The white was the 

landlord, the Indian the proletariat. The white was rich, the Indian 

poor and miserable. The white had access to all the scientific -discov-

eries and knowledge of the century but the Indian did not. The white 

lived in cities, in magnificent houses, but the Indian lived in a miser-

able hut in isolated rural areas. The white dressed according to the 

latest fashions from Paris and used the finest materials, while the In-

dian went around nearly naked. 37 As a lament to the seemingly hopeless 

predicament of the Indians, Pimentel addressed the following rhetorical 

question to them. 1hat frightening, nefarious crimes did your fore-

fathers commit, 0 unfortunate Indians, that after three hundred years 

of suffering, your grief does not end?  "38 he asked. "The destiny of 

mankind, according to a modern sage (Cantu'), is to progress by suffering, 

and to go on wearisomely to the acquisition of truth; but the unfortu-

nate Mexicans have suffered in order to obtain misfortune and depres-

sion."39 

Optimists  

Two educators serve as representatives of the optimists: Justo 

Sierra (1848-1912), Undersecretary of Public Instruction, 1901-1905, 

Minister of Public Instruction and Fine Arts, 1905-1910, as well as a 

poet and historian; 40 and Abraham Castellanos (1871-1918), an educator 

from Oaxaca, who figured later in the Porfiriato. 41 Most of the promi-

nent educators of the Porfiriato were also optimists, and will enter 
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the discussion later. The main point of the optimists was that educa-

tion could transform the Indians into a progressive class, by putting 

an end to their superstition and drunkenness. 42 The Indians' miserable 

existence, according to Castellanos, was due to Mexicans' still having 

the soul of the Spanish conquerors and refusing to extend them a broth-

erly hand. 43 Indian superstitions and alcoholism were the main causes, 

in Sierra's opinion, and he advocated assimilating- them on society's 

terms, without deference or protection. 44 Faith in the Indians' capaci-

ty to adapt to "modern civilization" was overshadowed by most of the 

optimists' preference for the mestizos, whom Sierra regarded as the dy-

namic factor in Mexican history. "The mestizo family, called to absorb 

into its bosom the elements that gave it birth, in spite of the errors 

and bad habits which its youth and lack of education explain at length, 

has been the dynamic factor in our history: it, at times revolutioniz-

ing, at times organizing, has moved, or begun to move, the stagnated 

riches of our soil."45 Sierra's preference for mestizos over Indians 

owed part of its philosophical justification to Spencer and social Dar-

winism, believing the strongest race would survive. 46 

In order to illustrate the thinking of Sierra and many of the opti-

mists on the Indian question, it is worthwhile examining the dialogue 

between Sierra and Manuel Flores (1853-1924), a doctor and educator, 47 

which took place at the Second Congress of Primary Instruction, 1890-

1891. Flores spoke of the tragedy of the Indians, contrasting the for-

mer glory with the present languishing in inactivity and misery. He 

called on his colleagues to have courage to play their part, saying that 

if worse came to worse, and "the destiny of race has condemned them to 

decline, may we be the friend who consoles him in his final moments, 
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rather than the one to deal him the knockout blow."48 

Sierra responded to Flores by saying he did not believe the 

Indians, which had given indication of boundless energy, were even 

close to dying out. Rather, the moment had arrived to rouse them with 

the education program, which would "awaken the knowledge of natural phe-

nomena, which in turn would eradicate from the mind the fantasies of ig-

norant people, dissipate the atmosphere of superstition, in which our 

Indians have lived, and which is really fostered by the influence of the 

clergy, which has kept them stuck to the floor, unable to ever lift their 

head to see the future. ,49 Sierra reiterated his conviction that the 

purpose of the education program was to put an end to the superstitions 

of the Indians, to help them understand the natural causes of events, 

rather than rely on supernatural explanations. 50 

Flores countered by emphasizing the tendency of the enlightened 

classes to become tyrannical in their dealings with the masses. "When 

the enlightened class overthrows public power," he said, "it puts it-

self in that place, and in the process it tyrannizes -- with good 

tentions and in good faith, but it tyrannizes."5' He believed that the 

enlightened class fell into the role of tyrant "precisely because, be-

lieving itself to be superior to the rest, it desires to establish tute-

lage over them; and all tyrants begin by tutoring and end up stran-

gling."52 Flores made a plea for social justice on behalf of the In-

dians, recommending that the administration return to the Indians in 

education what they exacted from them in taxes of money and blood. 53 

Thus Flores was one of the few, if not the only, delegates of the con-

gress, to link the prosperity of the small, privileged creole class to 

the misery of the masses, instead of laying the blame on the Indians 
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for their superstitions. As part of the solution for the regeneration 

of the Indians, Flores advocated the establishment of simple schools of 

"reading, writing, and arithmetic," using an adequate method, because of 

the relatively low cost involved. 54 This brief interchange between Flo-

res and Sierra gives an indication of the issues considered in the con-

text of the Indian question, and it demonstrates that the cientifico 

position was by no means monolithic. 

As a summary of Porfirian attitudes towards the Indians, Jose Maria 

Vigil (1829-1909), politician, writer, and resident critic of positivism, 5S 

observed how Mexican whites had inherited from the Spaniards a contempt 

for the Indians. To study the whole history of the Spanish conquest and 

and colonial administration was essential for Vigil. He therefore advo-

cated squarely facing the unpleasant reality of barbarous atrocities com-

mitted against the Indians, especially in order to properly meet the 

challenge of the future. Regardless the efforts of the white Mexicans 

to affect disgust for the Spanish crimes, and to dissociate themselves 

from the unpleasant aspects of the Spanish legacy, and to identify them-

selves sentimentally with the Indian past, the atrocities continued on 

into the Porfiriato and constituted "the most formidable obstacle to 

the establishment of peace and progress .,, 56 

Proposed Solutions  

Porfirian policy-makers, educators, and thinkers advocated two 

main solutions to the Indian problem. The preferred solution was to 

attract foreign immigration, because the European immigrants were con-

sidered to possess greater physical, moral, and intellectual capacities, 

which would in time enrich Mexico through mixing with the Indians and 
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improving their race. 57 The biological determinists, the pessimists, 

and most of the optimists, favored this solution. Pimentel, for one, 

advocated immigration, in order to mix 

transforming the race without actually 

skeptics who wondered if the mixing of 

race" which inherited the vices of the 

would produce a transition race, which 

the races and modify the Indians, 

destroying it. In response to. 

the races would produce a "bastard 

Indians, he assured them that it 

in time would become all white. 58 

In the meantime, he considered the mestizos to be preferable to the In-

dians. The mestizo was known to be strong, energetic, stubborn, robust, 

and tough, according to Pimentel. The defects of the mestizos were on 

the side of being excessively "robust," but those defects were much 

easier to rectify, through proper discipline, than the inactivity and 

passivity of the Indian. 59 This solution did not help the Indians, he 

admitted, but he insisted that one had to look at the problem in relative 

terms instead of in absolute terms. One should not look at the Indians 

as an isolated people, but as part of a nation, and, therefore, in rela-

tion to the interests of the country to which they belonged. "The de-

sire to assist the Indians has as its objective the avoiding of the evil 

which their situation means for Mexico."6° 

Moiss Gonzalez Navarro offers an explanation for the general lack 

of faith in the Indians. Because Mexico became an independent nation 

during a period of unrestrained optimism, after more than fifty years 

of civil war and foreign interventions, the nation began to lose faith 

in its own natural and human resources, especially in the Indians. 61 

It was only logical, therefore, that the government favored bringing in 

European immigrants, based on two assumptions: on the one hand, the 

vast riches of Mexico, and the ease of exploiting them; and, on the 
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other hand, an Indian population that was inadequate in both quality 

and quantity. Gonzalez Navarro claims that the two assumptions are 

essentially identical, because if Mexico was potentially a rich nation, 

but poor in reality, the, fault must lie with the scarce and poorly-en-

dowed human element. The solution, therefore, was immigration. 62 As it 

turned out, however, the small amount of immigration that did occur only 

served to sharpen the social inequalities. "Since the elites gave pre-

ferential treatment to foreigners, the common people showed abhorrence 

and hatred for all things foreign. ,63 

Most of the Porfirian educators and policy-makers, who were general-

ly optimists, believed that Indian education was the foundation for the 

nation's prosperity. Ignacio Ramirez, a mestizo and a liberal politician 

and educator, best known for his association with Benito Juarez and the 

reforms, said that educating the Indians was the basis for true public 

education. 64 The emphasis on Indian education received more attention 

in the last decade of the Porfiriato, when it was evident that European 

immigration was not going to materialize. Always concerned with politi-

cal stability, the cientfficos saw the incorporation of the Indians as 

a prerequisite for that stability. Schools built by the federal govern-

ment among the rebellious Maya of Quintana Roo aimed at pacifying them. 

The state had exhausted considerable financial and human resources in 

its campaign against the Yaquis of Sonora. 65 In 1906, when Governor 

Enrique Creel developed plans not only to educate the Tarahumara of Chi-

huahua, but also to place them on "homesteading" reservations, it is 

possible that one of his intentions was to avoid Indian revolts as min-

ing companies rapidly penetrated the Tarahumara region. 66 

A newspaper article in 1904 stated that modern educators were now 
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very concerned about the Indians. 67 If the educators were interested 

in the Indians, according to the article, it was not in order to help 

them rise out of their poverty, but to keep exploiting them. The news-

paper recalled Juârez' solution of simply preventing people from exploit-

ing the Indians. The main thing was to believe that the Indians were by 

no means inferior, and that it was not so important to educate the In-

dians in the modern sense of the word. Juarez had' certainly believed in 

educating the Indians, said the article, but not in order to rescue them' 

from some imaginary "racial inferiority. ,68 

Towards the end of the Porfiriato, some supporters of Indian edu-

cation were genuinely moved by sympathy for the worsening of the Indians' 

situation, but it was often a restatement of old liberal arguments, 

couched in terms of the modern economy: an increase in the Indians' 

well-being and education would cause an increase in their needs. The 

idea of the Indian as both producer and consumer was to figure prominent-

ly in the education programs of the Mexican Revolution. 69 

Joaquin Baranda (1840-1909), lawyer and Minister of Justice and 

Public Instruction, 1882_1901,70 saw the objective of the rural schools 

as being the assimilation of the various human groups that inhabited the 

national territory, in order to prepare them to more effectively fight 

for their survival. During Baranda' s administration, the Indians' iso-

lation and tendency to flee contact with other races was seen as the 

reason for their lack of progress. 71 Baranda showed his concern for 

Indian education in his speech at the inauguration of the Normal School 

in the Federal District. "That is where we ought to take the school, 

to the indigenous tribes left behind by civilization ( )" 72  .he 

said. "The establishment of urban schools does not represent serious 
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difficulties ( . . .. ); but that of the schools we call rural demands 

numerous expenses and sacrifices, aptitude, prudence, and self-denial 

in the teachers who serve .,, 73 

Castellanos likewise recommended integrating the Indians into Mexi-

can society through education. 74 In surveying the class situation in 

Mexico, Castellanos found the middle class to be the backbone of the 

nation, for elevating society and creating respect in foreign countries, 

and for producing a respectable amount of good students for the univer-

sities, sciences, arts, and industry. As for the upper class, he found 

little to praise, because of the preoccupation with their money, and 

because of their lack of a national consciousness. The lower class was 

the largest, and was defined by illiteracy, bad habits, and working only 

for the bare essentails of survival. In this context, he deplored the 

condition of the Indians, steeped in ignorae, and living in villages 

that had churches, taverns, and jails, but no schools. Although the 

Indians paid the larger part of the contributions, played an essential 

role in allowing entrepreneurs to monopolize the natural resources, and 

fought their wars, no one made it a priority to provide them with 

schools. 75 

Minimal education was not good enough for the Indians, according to 

Castellanos, and he insisted that it would only aggravate the social dis-

parities. The aim of educating the Indians could be nothing less than 

to integrate them into society. 76 He warned that the Indians rejected 

the "rudimentary schools" because they only wanted education that had 

practical value for them. He cited the example of Suchitgn, Colima, 

where a new procedure was welcomed by the people as the salvation of the 

race. If the education was not meeting the Indians' felt needs, he warned, 
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the Indians preferred to continue in his terrible isolation. 77 Rudimen-

tary schools did not protect the Indians from anything, because they did 

not prepare them for living. He therefore urged the establishment of a 

central office, which would be dependent on the central government, in 

order to implement the ideal of regeneration and exaltation of the In-

dian groups. 78 He also argued that the Indians were not hostile to civ-

ilization and progress so long as they saw how it benefited them. He 

criticized the government for doing next to nothing to educate the In-

dians aside from a few isolated efforts which had little effect. What 

was needed, according to Castellanos, was to standardize compulsory pri-

mary education in the farthest reaches of the nation, "and you will 

soon see by their actions that the supposed inferiority of the Indian 

race does not exist, and that their children are capable of rivalling 

the whites and the mestizos in their struggle for knowledge. ,79 

Because of his vision for taking education to the farthest reaches 

of the nation, Castellanos placed tremendous importance on normal schools. 

Proper training would produce good teachers who would be unselfish and 

altruistic enough to go wherever they were needed, for the sake of na-

tional unity. 80 Within a year, a good teacher could teach the most hos-

tile Indians to read and write Spanish, he claimed. The teacher would 

also understand the Indian cultures, and would be able to teach the In-

dians how to improve their agriculture. 81 Castellanos spoke from prac-

tical experience as a rural teacher, but his warnings and suggestions 

were not sufficiently heeded. 82 

Sierra initially preferred entrusting the future of Mexico to the 

mestizos, and therefore favored European immigration. As the Porfiriato 

progressed, and immigration did not take place, he began to stress In-
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than education. 83 He also sought support from the Catholic clergy, to 

help ward off the invasion of North American commercialism. The school 

was in his opinion a battleground for control over the illiterate rural 

peoples, to be won either by the Mexicans and the Catholic Church, or by 

the North Americans and the accompanying Protestants. He spoke optimis-

tically about the progress made among the Indians. He claimed that 

wherever the government decided to build a school,. the Indians willingly 

provided the land, materials, and labor. When the school opened, Sierra 

claimed, it was filled with little campesinos, future citizens who were 

eager to learn. He saw the public school being as holy as the village 

church, because it would be the civic church, teaching the religion of 

the state. 84 He believed that the social class system was not really 

closed in Mexico, since money and education provided the only barriers. 

He hailed the incipient middle class as the most progressive, capable of 

absorbing the active elements of the inferior classes which were either 

chained to the past or to illiteracy. Both groups (mestizos and Indians) 

were subjected to the tyranny of superstition, and one to alcohol. The 

racial divisions, according to Sierra, were the enethy of the unification 

of the, nation, but the mestizo middle class was growing, forming the true 

national family between the extremes of the conquering race and the In-

dians. 85 

The matter of teaching Indian languages in normal schools was also 

debated at the Second Congress of Primary Instruction, 1890-1891. Ram6n 

Manterola (1848-1901), an educator from Hidalgo, 86 suggested including 

one or two appropriate Indian languages in a given normal school. His 

idea was to equip teachers with enough knowledge of a selected Indian 

language in a particular region to be able to teach a predominantly mono-
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lingual Indian population first in their own language, and then in Span-

ish. He considered it to be a patriotic endeavor, because if the lan-

guage barrier were not bridged, the goals of a unified national education 

program would never be achieved. He was aware of certain fears that the 

Indians would end up gaining an education exclusively in their own lan-

guage and remain largely monolingual. He believed, however, that the 

chances were slim that a teacher, whose native language was Spanish, 

would learn the Indian language well enough to give all the education in 

the Indian language. 87 Manterola, although an experienced teacher who 

spoke with authority, found himself defending a minority position. 

Alberto Correa (1859-1909), a Tabascan educator, 88 and head of the 

commission responding to Manterola's suggestion, considered the idea to 

be unfeasable. He pointed to the more than one hundred Indian languages 

and countless dialects, claiming that, with the exception of Aztec, Maya, 

and a few others, the Indian languages would be virtually impossible to 

be taught, because there were no grammars for them. Even if there were, 

it would be absolutely impossible to teach them in the time allotted in 

the normal school course. 89 Despite the polite dismissal of Manterolats 

recommendation, the committee showed no sign of seriously considering it, 

or of suggesting alternative solutions. 

In direct contrast to most of the previous educators, Carlos A. 

Carrillo treated the Indian question as a matter of social justice and 

class. Carrillo (1855-1893), an educator and writer, 90 drew upon his 

firsthand experience in criticizing the policy-makers for pushing stan-

dardized education without fully taking into account the reality of 

Mexico as a whole, or the needs of the specific people being taught. 

That sort of mechanical education, he claimed, ended up deceiving the 
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student and his parents, who sacrificed so much for the child to be able 

to study and improve his lot in life. When the parents went to reap the 

harvest they had sown, they discovered that what the child had learned 

almost entirely lacked usefulness. This criticism was especially aimed 

at the positivists, who claimed to judge everything on the basis of its 

usefulness. Carrillo illustrated his point by saying that "the student 

has to plow the earth, and all he can do is conjug'ate verbs."91 Like-

wise, "he has to make shoes, and all he can do is talk about grammatical 

definitions, which are of no use to him. ,92 

In contrast to Sierra, who saw education as a guarantee for democra-

cy and greatness as a nation, Carrillo saw no path leading a nation to 

greatness that did not build upon the foundation of justice. 

First: any society that wants to live by plunder, 
obliging others to pay them tribute, only hurts itself, 
because it has to be in a constant state of war, which 
prevents it from working and enriching itself. Second: 
that society's domination is weak and precarious, because 
it is in danger of being defeated at each step of the way 
by its enemies. And injustice, with nations as with 
individuals, always carries with it the seed of punish-
ment. Only justice elevates and exalts a nation. 93 

Accomplishments of the Policy-makers  

Joaquin Baranda is credited with passing the law which made public 

.education officially tuition-free, secular, and compulsory. He also 

founded various normal schools for men and women. He established several 

libraries and museums, and reorganized the faculties of Law, Medicine, 

and Science. 94 His majoi accomplishment was the convening of the Na-

tional Congresses of Primary Instruction, 1889-1890 and 1890-1891. The 

purpose of the congresses was to standardize national education and to 

encourage the states to adopt similar legislation to that of the federal 
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government. 95 The Congresses were a clear indication that, although his 

major achievements lay in the area of higher education, he did attempt 

to provide education for the masses, especially in remote rural areas. 

We will consider ourselves to be satisfied . . . when 
the school is at the door of every house and every hut, 
and when it is accessible to the children of the large 
cities, as well as to those of the forgotten villages, 
and above all to those of the haciendas, who, generally 
condemned to ignorance and servitude from before birth, 
are accustomed to being cruelly exploited by the foreman 
and the owner. That is where we should take the school, 
to the countryside, to the Indian tribes shut off from 
civilization, in order to send a ray of light in the middle 
of the darkness in which more than four million of our 
brothers live. 96 

In spite of his good intentions, Baranda had to settle for merely laying 

some of the groundwork for future efforts in Indian education. 

Justo Sierra, the other main policy-maker of the period, had simi-

lar aspirations of providing education for the masses, but met with the 

same lack of success. His actual accomplishments were in teaching at 

the National Preparatory School, writing history books, and reestablish-

97 ing the National University in 1910. He shared his fellow cient≤ficos' 

preoccupation with peace and order, which translated into an emphasis on 

compulsory education, for the purpose of building a strong state and a 

unified nation. He emphasized a curriculum that contained civic instruc-

tion in order to "awaken and consolidate the sentiment of holy love for 

the nation."98 Civic instruction and compulsory education were essential 

for democracy, in Sierra's view. 

tion, democratic institutions are 

to use the apt expression of John 

tion,"99 he said. "An illiterate 

racy at all. ,,100 

"In reality, without compulsory instruc-

incomplete, because universal suffrage, 

Stuart Mill, requires universal educa-

democracy such as ours is not a democ-
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When Sierra began to seriously address the issue of compulsory edu-

cation in rural areas, he became aware of the obstacles resulting from 

the rural families' need for the labor of their children in order to sur-

vive.'°' He tried to entice poorer families with offerings of food and 

clothing, with limited success. Then, in 1905, he suggested increasing 

the police force, to insure school attendance, and he encouraged schools 

to operate on a half-time basis in order to accomodate the many children 

who had to work. 102 In 1908, he passed a law aimed at teaching Spanish 

to the Indians. In 1909, he created an agreement recommending special 

attention to the rural schools, regarding subject matter designed to 

develop economic progress -in each location. While he was unable to see 

his dream fulfilled, his initiatives in education stood out as a revital-

izing force in the midst of an increasingly entrenched and stagnated 

regime. 103 

Accomplishments of the Educational Practitioners  

Educational practitioners of the Porfiriato were divided into two 

groups: the foreign element and the national element. The foreign ele-

ment included Enrique Laubscher, a German educator, and Enrique C. Rib-

samen, a Swiss-born educator. Laubscher (1837_1890)104 was best known 

for establishing the Escuela Modelo of Orizaba, Veracruz, in 1883. The 

school began as a primary school where educators experimented with prin-

ciples of what was called "objective teaching," a method that considered 

language to be central, in opposition to the accepted positivist method. 

In 1885, the Escuela Modelo started a normal school, after a course in 

pedagogy taught by Enrique Rbsamen at the school, using a modern study 

plan. The school planted the seed for the reform of teaching methods in 
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Mexico, aimed at harmoniously developing all the faculties of the stu-

dents -- physical, intellectual, ethical, and aesthetic. 105 

Enrique C. Rbsainen (1837_1904)106 played an important role in re-

forming pedagogical methods in Mexico. In 1886, he founded the normal 

school of Jalapa, Veracruz, where he trained several groups of teachers 

who were soon spreading out around the country, applying the latest 

pedagogical theories of Europe to the teaching profession. This move-

ment of pedagogical renewal was partly responsible for the convening of 

the National Congresses of Primary Instruction of 1889-1891. Rébsamen 

went on to direct normal schools in Oaxaca, Jalisco, and Guanajuato, 

training several influential Mexican educators. In 1901, he was named 

director of teacher training for the Federal District. 107 

Rbsamen adapted his teaching methods from European educators such 

as Pestalozzi and Herbert, and he emphasized the total and harmonious 

formation of the student's capabilities, using intuitive procedures. 

At the First National Congress of Primary Instruction, in 1889, he was 

influential in persuading the educators and policy-makers to adopt his 

central teaching thesis of "tuition-free, secular, and compulsory" educa-

tion. He helped put an end to the Lancasterian method, which had domi-

nated the previous era, and he campaigned for larger school budgets and 

modem texts. According to his disciple and biographer Abraham Castella-

nos, Rbsainen was a liberal collaborator with the positivists, and he 

complemented the task begun by Gabino Barreda of establishing the modem 

Mexican school. 108 Rgbsamen also believed it was imperative to take edu-

cation to the masses, warning that the liberal victory won on the battle-

field needed to be completed in the battlefield of the minds of individ-

ual Mexicans if national unity was to become a reality. "The most diff i-
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cult form of independence to win is the moral and intellectual indepen-

dence of a whole people, which can convert the most humble child into a 

free citizen.thlO9 Teachers should strive to form not only enlightened 

and intelligent individuals, but also new human beings of lofty and noble 

sentiments. 

The three main educators who were representative of the national 

element were Carlos Carrillo, Abraham Castellanos,' and Gregorio Tories 

Quintero. Carrillo, also associated with the Escuela Modelo of Orizaba, 

was an experienced primary school teacher whose main accomplishment was 

in providing criticism of the policy-makers, based on his own first-hand 

experience. Castellanos studied under Rbsamen at Jalapa, taught at a 

teacher training school in Oaxaca, and the directed several superior pri-

mary schools in the city. When Enrique Rébsamen went to Mexico City in 

1901 to head up teacher training in the Federal District, he took Cas-

tellanos with him, to teach methodology in the normal schools. In 1910, 

the state of Colima put him in charge of public education. 110 He tire-

lessly insisted on the priority of rural education, warning that without 

educating the masses, there would never be a Mexican nation. ill 

Gregorlo Torres Quintero (1866-1934), an educator from Colima, 112 

was both an experienced teacher and a policy-maker, since he was named 

head of Primary and Normal Instruction in the newly-created Ministry of 

Public Instruction and Fine Arts in 1904. He made various trips to 

Europe, Asia, and the United States, to study their education systems. 113 

He was instrumental in orienting public education towards forming respon-

sible and freedom-loving individuals. Without essentially differing 

from Rbsamen, Torres Quintero developed a set of relatively opposing 

ideas. He started with the idea that the state represented the society, 
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and that as such it should defend childhood from ignorance in order not 

to obstruct progress. This meant building more schools and making them 

compulsory, secular, and tuition-free. He advocated excluding all reli-

gious instruction, and teaching universal morality instead. 114 Torres 

Quintero foreshadowed a concern that was later to characterize the Revo-

lution, by pointing out the urgency of educating those who worked the 

land, since they formed the great majority of the Mexican population. 115 

From this survey of policy-makers and educational practitioners, 

one can see the amount of latitude permitted within the Diaz regime, at 

least in terms of experimenting with teaching methods and theories that 

could instil liberal values in Mexican students. With the notable ex-

ception of Carlos Carrillo, and to a lesser extent some of the others, 

most of the persons mentioned emphasized the need for national unity, 

and gave a priority to uniformity instead of individuality. 116 Also, 

most of these men had nearly all of their teaching experience in higher 

education establishments in the cities, and virtually none taught in 

rural primary schools. 

Indians and Positivist Ideologues and Policy-makers  

The main ideas and attitudes of the cientificos and educators of the 

Porfiriato concerning the Indian question reveal a contradiction that 

adversely affected Indian education. The cientcficos' opinions on the 

Indian question demonstrate contempt for the Indians' way of life, an 

unwillingness to understand Indian cultures, or to grant them the right 

to maintain their own languages and customs. Also, the discussions in-

dicate that the cientfficos were so anxious to move into the modern 

world of Europe and North America, and to develop economically, even if 
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it meant ignoring the potential and the needs of the Indians. The con-

tradiction arose from the fact that several of the main educators and 

policy-makers sincerely desired to educate the Indians. Compared to the 

other cientfficos, they were the minority, but their intentions were 

more than just talk, and they lost out to the other cientfficos because 

of the latterts preoccupation with economic development. Therefore, the 

cientfficos' discussions of the Indian question in-terms of race instead 

of social class, their disdain for the Indians, and their preference for 

European immigrants, all severely undermined efforts at Indian education. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

POPFIRIAN EDUCATION POLICY AND RESULTS 

Porfirian education policy development reflected the desire for a 

strong, centralized state. All discussion and intentions concerning 

educating the Indians and preparing them for full participation in a 

democracy were subordinated to the maintenance of political stability 

and economic development within the framework of North Atlantic capital-

ism. The role of education was considered to be essential to the dev-

elopment of the Mexican state, but there were many steps involved in 

establishing a national education system if education was to play its 

role successfully. The first step was to free education from the mono-

poly of the Church, which began to be accomplished soon after Indepen-

dence, during the "preparation" period (1821-1866). Later, during the 

"consolidation" period (1867-1911), the characteristics of tuition-

free, compulsory, standardized, national, integrated, and secular, were 

added. 1 

Characteristics of Official Mexican Education 

The characteristic of "compulsory" was the subject of lengthy and 

heated debate. While most policy-makers and thinkers felt it was essen-

tial to economic progress and democracy, there were those who feared a 

loss of individual freedom as a consequence of making education into a 

state monopoly. 2 Compulsory education only became law in 1887 because 
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the government proceeded cautiously at first, gradually ignoring the 

rights of the municipalities, which had previously assumed responsibili-

ty for education. 3 In 1888, the Primary Education Law determined that 

municipal authorities would still administer and finance primary schools, 

with federal subsidies. The municipalities were still allowed to hire 

and fire teachers, but the federal government would inspect the munici-

pal schools, and would directly administer primary' superior schools. 4 

This was a central piece of legislation for Porfirian education policy, 

and it served as a basis for future laws. Technically it only applied 

to the Federal District and Territories, but it became a model for state 

legislation. It made elementary education compulsory in private and 

public schools for children from ages six to twelve who were healthy, 

and who lived within a reasonable distance of a school. Children could 

also be educated at home, so long as they were certified by state exami-

nation. Parents could be fined or jailed for failing to comply with the 

laws. Public schools were tuition-free and secular. Religious material 

was not allowed to be taught, and no minister could teach in a public 

school. 5 

One obstacle to Baranda's goal of establishing a national primary 

education system was the limitation of the federal government's juris-

diction to the Federal District and the Territories.6 He sent a circular 

to the state governors urging them to adopt the law on the state level, 

and he capitalized on an increasingly centralized political apparatus 

in order to bypass congressional opposition to a single national school 

system. In 1889-1890 and 1890-1891, he called for the National Congress 

of Primary Instruction, which came to agreement on the desirability of 

a standardized system of compulsory education, and which adopted the 
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official school program. The national delegates also approved the 

controversial inspection of private schools, to insure the fulfillment 

of compulsory instruction. After the congresses, the Mexican states 

enacted school laws replicating the federal program, and they began to 

consolidate, centralize, and expand the state school systems. 7 

In 1891, the Reglamentary Law of public instruction for the 

Federal District and Territories created Committees of Inspection in 

each military headquarters of the capital and in the municipalities of 

the Territories. The councils consisted of the police inspector and 

his appointees in the Territories, and their function was to insure 

school attendance, and to fine or imprison parents who did not comply. 8 

The centralizing tendency continued, with an executive decree in 1896 

which placed all municipal schools in the Federal District and Terri-

tories under the jurisdiction of the federal government in order to 

give public primary education a single direction. The Council of 

Instruction was replaced by the General Direction of Primary Instruc-

tion, a more directly executive and- administrative office which provided 

unity of programs, methods, and texts. The General Direction was 

responsible for hiring and firing teachers, and for appointing members 

of the Committees of Inspection, which it was now to supervise. 9 After 

1896, educational legislation no longer came from Congress, but by 

executive decree. In 1902, the Superior Council of Public Education 

was created in order to promote progress and unification in all areas 

of education. It was composed of the directors of major institutions 

of higher education, as well as of presidential appointees, and most 

members were associated with positivism. 10 

From 1900 to 1910, Mexican education acquired two more properties: 
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integral, meaning that it was oriented towards developing the whole 

person, body, and mind; and national, aimed at unifying the various 

sectors of the nation, including the Indians. 11 Justo Sierra, in charge 

of federal education for most of the decade, was particularly concerned 

about integrating the Indian groups into the national mainstream through 

teaching them the national language. 12 

Teacher Training 

The renewed efforts at rural education stimulated government 

emphasis on teacher training. 13 In 1879, the normal school for male 

teachers was established for the purpose of standardizing the teaching 

in all national primary schools and updating the calibre of 

instruction. 14 By 1890, states such as Puebla, Veracruz, and Yucatan 

had their on teacher training schools, but most states established them 

later. In 1907, Mexico had 26 normal schools; some states had two: 

one for men and one for women; others prepared teachers in secondary 

school. is 

The federal government started the National School of Teachers in 

1887, with a model primary school for teacher practice. The faculty 

included some of the nation's best educators, and the programs were 

frequently brought up to date to keep up with the current European and 

North American thinking and to deepen the practical aspects of 

teaching. 16 The school included courses about Mexico's principal 

industries, mineralogy, and geology, and opened a workshop in manual 

arts in 1894. Still, the lack of adequate teachers remained the single 

largest obstacle to establishing a national education program by the 

end of the Porfiriato. The curriculum and methodology were on the 
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whole comparable to European countries, but the drawback was the 

shortage of teachers. Of those teachers who taught, sixty-three percent 

were self-taught, with no degree. 17 

National Congresses of Primary Instruction 

The National Congresses of Primary Instruction of 1889-1890 and 

1890-1891 were landmarks in the history of Mexican education. The 

Congresses addressed the need to standardize the national education 

system and to overcome the obstacles of inadequate administration, 

ignorance of proper methods, and the lack of firm laws. 18 

In the context of the concern for a standardized education system, 

one of the major topics of discussion at the first congress was - 

secular and religious education. Justo Sierra conceived the official 

education curriculum to be secular, but without preventing private 

schools from providing religious instruction, as long as they also 

taught the official program. 19 One delegate, Adolfo Cisneros of 

Yucatgn, took an extreme position in wanting all primary instruction 

given outside the official schools to be considered invalid. The strong 

reaction from the media and from most of the other delegates caused him 

to soften his committee's proposal to tolerate private schools as long 

as they excluded religious teaching from their programs and submitted 

to government inspection. 20 One resolution in this regard abolished 

the Lancaster Company and converted its schools into official schools. 21 

It also designated the primary school as the principal vehicle for 

strengthening national unity, replacing the National Preparatory School, 

with its positivist orientation, which had been an antidote against 

anarchy. 22 One shortcoming of the congress was that so many of the 
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delegates to the congress were not educators. There were fourteen 

lawyers, four doctors, four engineers, two parliamentary speakers, and 

four political officials. The sixteen school administrators present 

were not given a vote in the congress. 23 

The second congress met in the following year, 1890-1891, to 

discuss and resolve issues remaining from the first congress. 24 The 

resolutions of the second congress significantly furthered the efforts 

to improve and standardize "superior elementary" education, or what was 

now called "middle education. ,25 In the federal government's attempts 

to replace teaching methods of rote memorization with methods of careful 

reasoning, and to substitute rational teaching for dogmatism and the 

abuse of the text, much discussion was devoted to the importance of 

standardized texts. This was considered to be of even more importance 

in rural schools, where it was deemed more urgent to standardize educa-

tion and to form the national conscience. 26 In a continuation of the 

discussions from the first congress, much time was given to methodology, 

procedures, and systems for elementary education which would be compat-

ible with the desires for national unity. There was considerable 

concern that the majority of teachers were unaware of the current 

teaching methods, or the thinking of the vanguard, such as of Laubscher 

and Rgbsamen. 27 

The press response to the second congress, at least before it 

convened, was skeptical that anything would be accomplished other than 

simply talking about the issues. La Voz de Mgxico noted that this type 

of congress would be fine for countries with large populations of 

enlightened citizens, instructed in a variety of specializations. In 

Mexico, however, there were not enough qualified persons, nor the 



118 

general intellectual environment required to justify pondering such 

lofty matters. The newspaper suggested, rather, that a commission be 

formed in order to establish a suitable and well-reasoned curriculum 

for both elementary and professional schools. 28 

Resolutions from the Congresses  

The resolutions from the congresses mainly concerned primary 

education and the normal schools on which they depended for qualified 

teachers. 29 The main contribution was to plant the seed, and it would 

only be a matter of time before reaping the harvest. 30 Alejandro 

Martnez Jimnez, a Mexican historian, commented on several of the 

obstacles Mexico had to overcome before seeing the desired results. 

In his opinion, the obstacles amounted to contradictions within the 

Porfiriato and undermined the efforts made in the area of education. 

"How, while they allowed the annihilation of small towns and villages 

with the encroachment of large landholdings, could they promote the 

education of the peasants and the now reduced number of peons?" 31 he 

asked. He also found a contradiction in Mexico's attempt to create a 

national education system while selling out its economy to foreign 

interests. 32 

The conclusions of the congresses found their legal expression in 

the Reglamentary Law of 1891, which became the pattern for similar state 

laws. 33 The reglamentary law substituted the Board of Public Instruc-

tion with a Superior Council of Primary Instruction, headed by 

Baranda. 34 It imposed on the primary schools a carefully elaborated 

study plan that was comparable to that of most advanced European cities, 

and extended its jurisdiction over municipal schools. 3S On May 31, 
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1891, the federal government published the Internal Regulation of  

Official Primary Elementary Education, further strengthening the 

standardization of education. Still, the large number of private 

schools remained outside the jurisdiction and direct influence of the 

laws passed by the federal government. Therefore, a group of respected 

private school administrators enquired whether the passing of the law 

of free, secular, and compulsory education was prohibiting them from 

teaching religious instruction. The answer was that they could teach 

religious subjects as long as they were in addition to the curriculum 

prescribed by the government and as long as they did not teach anything 

that contradicted principles of universal morality. 36 Also, the private 

schools were to submit to government inspection. 37 

On June 3, 1896, another reglamentary law was passed, creating the 

General Direction of Primary Instruction. 38 It was all part of the 

centralization process, and the press seemed to accept the federaliza-

tion of the municipal schools. 39 The immediate results of the 

reglamentary law seemed to be that schools and teachers were multiplied 

in the Federal District and Territories; education was taken to the 

most remote villages, thanks to the railways; schools began to teach 

Spanish to a greater number of indigenous children; and the states 

accelerated efforts to improve the quality of education by adopting the 

proposals of the congresses and the laws of 1896.40 

Congress of 1910  

In 1905, Justo Sierra commissioned Porfirio Parra, as Secretary of 

the Superior Council of Public Instruction, to study the various means 

available to standardize education throughout the country. 41 Parra 



120 

recommended, as a result of the investigation, that a congress be held 

in 1910 in order to analyze, debate, and find solutions for the lack 

of standardization in all areas of education. By the time Sierra sent 

out the formal invitation to the delegates in 1910, however, he had 

changed the proposed objective to simply be a gathering for hearing 

progress reports from the states. 42 Abraham Castellanos had also been 

calling for a third congress of teachers in l907,based on his extensive 

travel and firsthand knowledge of the popular education system. He 

lamented the lack of social-minded education policy on the part of the 

government on the one hand, and the lack of private initiative on the 

other hand. He claimed that the government was effectively relegating 

the symbols of Mexico's sacred liberties to oblivion. 43 

At the 1910 congress, in Sierra's inaugural address, he exalted 

the teachers as the highest servants of the state, next to the military., 

noting their role in transmitting values and strengthening the moral 

fiber of the nation. He recognized the paradoxically low wages of the 

teachers and urged the states and social groups to find ways to resolve 

the dilemma, such as through special taxes or associations of parents 

who look after the material needs of the teachers; and through channel-

ing the Indians' enthusiasm for the school. 44 Sierra emphasized the 

great urgency of education for the welfare of the state, because at 

least half of the inhabitants of the Republic did not know what it meant 

to be Mexican and they did not participate in the national conscious-

ness. He claimed that "isolation, the misery of the needs for making 

a living, and the predominance of superstition and alcoholism, deprive 

an immense number of our fellow citizens, in theory, of all contact with 

the national spirit. ,4S 
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It is worth noting here Sierra's superficial and general analysis 

of the masses, and especially of the Indians. He consistently blamed 

the plight of the Indians on the Indians themselves, rather than seeing 

any of the government's contribution to their misery through its 

economic and social policies. He spoke of the "vital necessity to 

develop ourselves soon ,"46 stating that they received few elements of 

growth from outside Mexico and therefore needed to rely on their own 

internal resources. He was clearly referring here to the lack of 

anticipated European immigrants, meaning that now Mexico had to look 

more seriously at educating the Indians before time slipped away. "Let 

us move out beyond the formidable determiners of our history, our 

geography, our race, Our sociology,"47 he said. ' With our schools, let 

us open all the windows to let in the fresh air from outside, the air 

of the fatherland, the air of human civilization. ,48 

Sierra called for a rudimentary education that would strengthen 

the peasants' understanding of nature. Here again he revealed his bias 

against, and lack of understanding of, the Indians and peasants when he 

spoke of "straightening out" their understanding of nature and of 

"correcting" their superstitions. These were constant themes with 

Sierra, and one is led to believe that the elites were free from super-

stitious thinking. 49 He called for replacing the Indians' superstitions 

with the understanding of the immutability of the laws of nature. 

Sierra also spoke of the need to transform the character of the stu-

dents, which is what was meant by "education," as opposed to 

"instruction." so In this transformation process, the religion of the 

state played an important role. He attacked those who condemned the 

secular schools as being anti-religious, saying that "the same people 
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who raise their voice to preach racial hatred are the ones who make a 

lot of noise against the school without God."5' "In Christian terms, 

this is blasphemy, because God is in every place," 52 he claimed. If 

the schools were not secular, according to Sierra, they could not be 

neutral, and the result would be a national calamity. The schools were 

secular not just because of the political dogma of the liberty of 

conscience, but because of its essentially educative nature. To instil 

in the spirit of each student the habit of respecting the beliefs of 

others, and of tolerance, was virtually to educate the student com-

pletely morally, because it was to transform the student into the ideal 

human being -- the social being in the best sense of the word. 53, 

Rodolfo Menndez, a normal school director from Yucatn, exalted 

the secular schools and glorified the religion of the state. He 

claimed that, while God was everywhere, He was especially in the 

national schools, where the child "is brought into relationship with 

the social world, lifts his thought to Nature, and sings the first hymn 

of the heroes and martyrs of our sublime and magnificent historical and 

54 i political epic." Menendez said that n these schools "the child, in 

a word, opens his spirit to the religion of the state and to the cult 

of humanity."55 From the remainder of his speech, one is given the 

impression that thousands of new schools, "sources of bright light, 

temples of truth and ofpatriotism," were springing up throughout the 

nation, providing the students with "efficient and altruistic 

education. ,56 While the statistics will not uphold his description of 

the school system, his unbridled enthusiasm for secular education 

bristled with a religious fervor. Although his optimism did not blind 

him to the large percentage of illiteracy in Mexico, he approached 
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the problem with a missionary zeal when he spoke of "the millions of 

persons submerged in darkness, lacking the wonderful light of the 

school. 

Ezequiel Chavez, Undersecretary of Public Instruction and Fine 

Arts, in presiding over the closing session of the congress, was the 

only one to acknowledge the problems of Mexican education. He cited 

the lack of teachers, since there were only about. two per school, 

causing the teaching in most schools to be severely deficient. He 

proposed the objective of providing one teacher per each grade in 

school. 58 He also noted the poverty of many families, making it hard 

to afford to send their children to school due to the need for their 

labor. Chgvez recommended distributing food at lower prices, as well 

as some free food and clothing to those who could not attend school 

otherwise. 59 

Antonio Albarrn, the delegate from the state of Mxico, made a 

plea to educate the Indians for the sake of the state. He quoted a 

French writer who urged, that the treasure of education not be withheld 

from the lowliest people, nor from the smallest group of children, 

because, in the Mexican situation, they could be depriving the state of 

such illustrious thinkers as Juarez, Altamirano, and Ramirez. This 

omission would be bad for the state of M6xico, because the state was 

very aware that the intellectuals such as Pamfrez and Altamirano had 

been "the spirit of the world," the "soul of huirtanity," the "protecting 

genie of the people. ,60 The state of Mexico also knew that extra-

ordinary persons who had undertaken a redemptive enterprise were the 

shining stars of the dark past, since they were the ones who lit up the 

bloody deserts of history, which would otherwise have been nothing but 
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slaughtergrounds, reducing humanity to the level of beasts. 61 

The Congress of 1910 departed from the objectives originally pro-

posed by Parra in 1906; that is, the uniformity of education, Indian 

education, unfulfilled resolutions from the congresses of 1889-1891, 

and the use of the school for anti-alcoholic propaganda. These topics 

were left by the wayside, and the congress became a series of reports 

on primary education. 62 

In 1911, at the beginning of the Revolution, the Federal Congress 

passed a law that was to establish schools of "rudimentary instruction" 

throughout the country for the purpose of teaching principally -individ-

uals of the indigenous races to speak, read and write Spanish, and to 

perform basic operations of mathematics. It was to be an optional two-

year program that would not conflict with the compulsory subjects 

currently taught in the schools. The courses would be open to all 

illiterates regardless of sex or age. As further incentive, the govern-

ment would provide clothing and food for the students when necessary. 63 

In the opinion of Gregorio Torres Quintero, the law was good and would 

assist the states in what they were already committed to doing, and 

would in no way restrict their autonomy. The fact was that the illiter-

acy rate in each state varied from fifty-nine to ninety-one percent, 

and none of the states boasted sufficient resources to adequately carry 

out their objectives. Of school age children, the states reached at 

best twenty-five to thirty percent, or the more advanced and progressive 

of them. 64 
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The Veracruz Experiment  

Against this rather discouraging background, it is appropriate to 

examine one particular individual effort made in Indian education during 

the Porfiriato. Francisco Veyro was an inspector of public instruction 

in the state of Veracruz from 1901 to 1905, during which time he 

actively studied the problem of Indian education in his region and made 

some experiments. In 1913, he published his findings, his conclusions, 

and his proposal, in a pamphlet, as part of his work for a degree at a 

normal school. 

In the state of Veracruz, the education system was divided into 

regions (cantones), municipalities, and rural schools, the smallest of 

the three. Veyro worked in the northern part of the state, in the 

second cant6n, called Tantoyuca, in the region known as the Huasteca. 

From his headquarters in the town of Tantoyuca, he supervised the 

education of the various municipalities and "congregations" in his 

canton. The cant6n schools were elementary and superior primary schools 

located in the seat of the canton. The municipal schools, located in 

the municipal seat, were elementary schools. The rural schools, located 

in the "congregations," had special programs designed to meet the needs 

of the canipesinos. 65 Since he had little to do with the actual running 

of the cantonal and municipal schools, he put most of his effort into 

developing the Indian schools. Two Indian languages were spoken in the 

area under his supervision: Huasteca and Nahuatl. 

With the permission of his superiors, Veyro established pedagogical 

conferences that were mandatory for the school directors, and were 

recommended for all the Indians who could speak Spanish and who were 
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interested in teaching. In those conferences, he urged the rural 

school teachers, when they had monolingual Indian students in their 

classes, to make the exercises for each subject understandable to them 

in the Indian language and to introduce Spanish to them gradually 

until they understood enough Spanish to teach them completely in 

Spanish. 66 While the students of the cantonal schools were progressing 

more or less at the same rate as in the rest of the nation, in the rural 

schools where Indians and mestizos were mixed the literacy rate was 

much lower. Most of the Indian students began school with virtually no 

understanding of Spanish. In the rural schools that were made up 

entirely of Indians from the same language group and the teacher was a 

mestizo who did not speak the Indian language, there was hardly any 

progress. If the teacher spoke the Indian language as well as Spanish, 

there was noticeable progress. 67 

Providing school buildings in the remote rural areas presented a 

problem at first, due to lack of funds in the villages and to a lack of 

a means of transporting materials. The jefe politico helped him 

immensely by taking the plans he sketched for the buildings and 

distributing the plans throughout the region. The jefe politico was 

able to mobilize the rural administrators in the rural villages and have 

the buildings constructed within three months. 68 The Indians generally 

received the plan enthusiastically and built the schools with local 

supplies, providing their own labour, and building the schools to 

Veyro's specifications at no cost whatsoever to the municipalities. 

The Indians were accustomed to spending one day a week on community work 

projects and were glad to use those days (Ttfaenastt) for building 

schools. 69 Each school building was given the name of a national hero 
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and inaugurated with solemn ceremonies in the presence of authorities 

from the cantons and the congregations. 70 

The jefe politico also established military exercises in the 

municipal seats and got the Indian boys from nearby villages to partici-

pate in the exercises each Saturday. The municipalities provided 

uniforms, weapons, equipment, and organized the "Porifirio Diaz" school 

battalion. The Indian boys who participated in the exercises began to 

become familiar with the mestizo boys, and most finished their elemen-

tary primary school programs and went on to superior primary school. 71 

This represented a considerable step in the assimilation process, as the 

Indians traditionally regarded the mestizos as enemies. The mestizo 

represented for the Indian the landowner with his money advances which 

were never earned. The mestizo was also the one who ran the tienda de 

raya, which generally took advantage of the Indians and kept them in 

perpetual debt. The mestizo was also the foreman who mistreated them. 

He was the town mayor, with his correctional prisons, fines, and taxes. 

He was the tvproxytt who collected enormous contributions from the Indians 

each month, giving nothing in return. So it was only natural that the 

Indians would despise the mestizos. Veyro felt that the language 

barrier had a lot to do with the distrust, since the ones who spoke the 

least Spanish had the most animosity towards the mestizos. Indeed, it 

seemed to be the language barrier that largely contributed to keeping 

the Indians as foreigners within their own nation. 72 

Veyro included in his study the opinions of other educators and 

politicians that appeared in newspapers and that coincided with his own 

findings. Dr. Luis E. Ruiz, who was in charge of education for the 

Federal District, wrote of a situation in the municipality of Milpa 
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Alta where apparently the teachers were having difficulty teaching the 

Indians because of the language barrier. So he took three teachers who 

spoke the Indian language, and they taught the courses in the Indian 

language, gradually making the transition to Spanish. By the end of 

the course, one hundred Indian students had mastered the basic level of 

Spanish. Ruiz said that the result was in itself small, but it was 

large in relation to the amount of effort put into it. Most 

importantly, it seemed to be a step in the right direction. 73 

In an article entitled "The Language Difficulty," in El Imparcial, 

the writer coiiuiients on the trip made by the director of the National 

Museum around the interior of the country. The trip confirmed that 

there were numerous Indian villages in which no one spoke Spanish. It 

indicated how both the priests and the school teachers had failed 

because of the language barrier. The article recalled how General 

Corona, when he was Governor of Jalisco, recognized the problem and 

brought Indian men and women to Guadalajara to learn Spanish, learn the 

teaching profession, and return home with something of the "language of 

Cervantes" and a certain amount of knowledge. 74 The article went on to 

mention that the government of Oaxaca and Archbishop Gillow had made 

similar attempts. Also, the first Bishop of Tepic (Nayarit), D. Ignacio 

Diaz,, went further by requiring all his priests to learn an Indian 

language to be able to attract the Indians to civilization. The article 

praised these isolated efforts and urged that all educators join forces 

to learn Indian languages and to thereby reach the Indians through 

education. 75 

Genaro Garcia made a similar point in referring to the specific 

situation of the Tarascans in Michoacn. He said that the official 
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school there was almost totally ineffective because the teather did not 

know Tarascan and the children did not speak Spanish. He put the 

responsibility on the teachers to learn the Indian language. He also 

said that the priests were in a similar predicament because they said 

mass in Spanish, and the Indians used to leave saying, "It must have 

been very beautiful. We did not understand, but our souls did.tt7ô 

Veyro was convinced that the only way to educate the Indians was 

to go looking for them in their mountains, their forests, and their 

valleys; to meet them right where they lived; to communicate to them on 

their level; and to provide them with the education that met their 

present needs so they would later be able to assimilate into the 

national education program. His experience taught him the folly of 

expecting to build schools in mestizo towns and have the Indians make 

the initial effort to leave their remote villages and travel the 

distances to come to a school that did not teach them in their own 

language, nor taught them information they needed to know first. "To 

expect the Indian td venture out of his jungle," Veyro said, "and to 

jump at the opportunity to go to school to drink of the enlightening 

waters of knowledge from sources that are foreign to his environment 

and his customs, is a dream that we will never see fulfilled if we do 

not first take it upon ourselves to lay the groundwork that will enable 

us to make it happen." 77 

Veyro's study included a five-part proposal: 

1. Schools were to be established in each Indian village, one for 

each sex, and in proportion to the number of school-age chidren, taking 

care to situate them as conveniently as possible and to insure that the 

school building was of adequate size for the number of students 
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hygienically and pedagogically speaking. 78 

2. There should be at least one school for each language 

represented. In Sonora, for example, there would be Yaqui, Mayo, and 

Pima schools. In Veracruz, there would be Nahuatl, Huasteca, Totonac, 

Chocha, Opata, etc., schools. Putting children of different languages 

in the same classroom was just asking for failure, he warned. 

3. It was indispensable that the director of the school speak both 

Spanish and the Indian language. 79 

4. Once schools were provided and properly staffed, teacher train-

ing academies were to be established in the municipal seats, in as 

convenient a location as possible for maximum attendance. These 

academies would offer seminars once or twice a week for the directors 

of the Indian schools. The seminars would assist the teachers in 

methodology, giving them practical workshops in the areas of national 

language, mathematics, and other lessons, according to the particular 

needs of each school. 8° 

S. In places where it was impossible to provide separate schools 

for boys and girls, there should be coeducational schools (mixtas) 

taught by a woman teacher. Veyro considered it crucial for Indian girls 

to learn Spanish because the "mother tongue" was so called because 

children learn the language of their mother more than of their father. 

If the Indian women did not learn Spanish, it would greatly slow down 

the important process of assimilation into the national culture. 81 

As a strategy for selecting the teachers for the Indian schools, 

Veyro recommended finding Indians who spoke Spanish and who were 

interested in teaching. Usually one could find at least one person in 

each village who would meet those two requirements, and the teacher 
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training academies would provide the preparation and continual upgrading 

necessary. Also, they would accept a lower wage than teachers from 

other regions. For example, the directors of rural schools in Tantoyuca 

were receiving 20 pesos a month. 82 

Veyro mentioned an incident from a Mexican -  United States border 

town newspaper, which reported that a local Indian chief had asked the 

local government to build a school in his village for the Indian 

children. He had earlier sent his son to a school in a "foreign land," 

only to have him complete his education and totally forget his father, 

his home, and his country. 83 In conclusion, Veyro emphasized the need 

to adapt the school to the Indians so they could accustom themselves to 

the idea of education and prepare themselves to then move on towards 

assimilation into the national culture. He pointed out that the present 

rural schools were in locations where the Indians mostly had to travel 

long distances He also recommended that the school year be suited to 

their needs in terms of seasons of planting and of harvest, and the 

school day should allow time for helping with the work at home. There-

fore', school should run for four or five hours a day and for seven or 

eight months of the year. The curriculum should bea simplified one 

because trying to cram too much into the program would be counter-

productive. They would be similar to the old schools of "reading, 

writing, and arithmetic," with the possible additions of practical 

courses of interest to the Indians. It should be remembered, Veyro 

warned, that this would be all the schooling some Indians would ever 

get. He envisioned the course as lasting for two years, at which time 

the students should understand Spanish well enough to go on to the 

84 
primary schools.  
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The case of Veyro is significant because it represents the 

practical experience and experiments of a rural school inspector in 

Indian education during the Porfiriato. He seemed to share the posi-

tivists' desire for national unity and a belief in the necessity that 

the Indians lose their particular cultural identities and languages, 

and become totally integrated into the Spanish-speaking culture. Veyro 

differed from the cientrficos mostly in his firsthand knowledge of the 

Indian situation. He also differed in the degree of confidence he had 

in the Indians' capacity for learning and adapting to "civilization," 

and in methodology, insisting that the government needed to carefully 

tailor-make its education strategy to each individual Indian situation. 

Lastly, his methodology centered on a form of bilingual education which 

was generally roundly supported by those educators (such as Manterola 

and Carrillo) who had actual experience in rural education, and it was 

universally feared by those cientfficos who distrusted bilingual 

approaches for fear of strengthening the very Indian languages that 

they saw as serious obstacles to national unity. 

Veyro stands out as an individual educator with practical experi-

ence in Indian education and as someone who actually implemented methods 

that furthered the stated objectives of the Porfirian policy-makers, 

rather than just theorizing about them. The most interesting 'aspect of 

his study for our purposes is the fact that Veyro was evidently able to 

take education to remote Indian villages without spending much money. 

This fact is interesting precisely because for all the talk among 

educators such as Baranda, Sierra, and others about the crucial role of 

rural education, the lack of real progress in that area was often blamed 

on the limits of the federal or state budgets. It may be more accurate 
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to say, from the case of Veyro, that the main ingredient lacking was 

educators with the same conviction, determination, and enterprise as he. 

This will become more evident, perhaps, as we look at the statistics for 

Porfirian education and analyze what they say about the real priorities 

of education during this period. 

Results of Porfirian Education Policy 

One of the truest measures of the effectiveness of Porfirian 

education policies is that the literacy rate increased only modestly, 

from about ten percent in 1876 to 19.74 percent in 1910. 85 In the 

Federal District and Territories, the literacy rate was as high as 

31.6 percent, compared with an average of 13.2 percent in the states. 

Some states were considerably worse off, such as Chiapas with. 6.9 

percent. 86 The unevenness of education policy may also be seen in the 

budget priorities of the central government and the enrollment figures 

for schools in the different regions of Mexico. There were marked 

differences between the Federal District (and territories) and the 

states, between urbn centers and rural areas, between higher education 

and primary schooling, and between private and public schools. 

The financial limitations of the education budget during the 

Porfiriato had a considerable effect on the extent to which the stated 

goals were carried out. 87 Educational expenditures in the Porfiriato 

rose at a faster rate than public expenditures as a whole. Federal and 

state expenditures combined rose from 26,767,224 pesos in 1878 to 

126,177,950 pesos in 1910, and total federal and state expenditures on 

education increased from 1,413,860 pesos to 12,481,363 pesos. So did 

the percentage of the federal budget designated for schooling, which 
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increased from 3.1 percent in 1877-1878 to 6.74 percent in 1910. The 

states investedlO.52 percent in education in 1878, and 23.08 percent 

in 1910, making education the largest item in state budgets. The 

greater part of the school expenditures went to primary education: 

67.26 percent in 1878 and 72.08 percent in 1900. Justo Sierra was 

instrumental in some of the increased education budget from 1907 to 

1910, raising the percentage of the total budget from 4.55 percent to 

6.74 percent, but it was too l,ittle too late. 88 

Public primary schools more than doubled during the Porfiriato, 

numbering 4,498 in 1878 and 9,541 in 1907. Enrollments more than 

tripled, from approximately 141,178 in 1878 to 657,843 in 1907. 89 In 

the state of Mexico, in 1909, there was 926 public primary schools, 

1,158 teachers, and 50,893 students, out of which 32,741 attended on 

the average and 24,390 passed the course. 90 In Oaxaca, in 1909, there 

were 614 primary elementary schools, of which 553 were state schools, 

27 were municipal schools, 12 church, 9 private, and 13 belonging to 

various associations. There were only 14 superior primary schools, 

7 official, 3 private, 3 church, and one belonging to an association. 91 

In 1910, there were 39,890 primary school students, comprising 25.46 

percent of the school-age population. 92 

Disparity existed between the states and the Federal District and 

Territories because the latter received federal funding while the states 

received none. In 1878, 42.86 percent of the combined federal and state 

spending on education was spent on the Federal District and the terri-

tories of Baja California and Tepic. In 1910, the federal government 

accounted for 55.84 percent of state and federal education expenditures. 

Although the share of federal expenditures in relation to state 
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expenditures increased from 71.31 percent of the total in 1878 to 81.07 

percent in 1910, the degree of imbalance becomes evident when one 

realizes that the federal expenditures were limited to the capital and 

territories, and not shared with the states. In 1878, the federal 

government spent 1.37 pesos per inhabitant on education in the terri-

tories and capital versus . 09 pesos spent by the state. By 1910, the 

differential had risen considerably: the federal- government spent 6.92 

pesos per inhabitant and the states spent . 36 pesos. This discrepancy 

between the capital and the states was reflected in primary school 

enrollments and literacy figures. In 1907, the Federal District and 

Baja California ranked first and third in percentage of school-age 

children enrolled in schools (48 and 41 percent respectively in public 

schools), and first and second in literacy (50.21 percent of the Federal 

District population and 38.97 percent of the population of Baja 

California in 1910). Higher education, both in quality and quantity, 

was also strongly concentrated in the capital. 93 The northern states 

of Coahuila, Sonora, Nuevo Lean, Tamaulipas, and Chihuahua were the most 

progressive in education, being among the top states in per capita 

primary school expenditures. Also, each of these states ranked high in 

percentage of school-age children enrolled in schools in 1907 and in 

literacy in 1910. 94 

According to Alejandro Martinez jimgnez, primary education in the 

states of central Mexico was related to the decline of the municipality, 

which was adversely affected by state centralization and by the expan-

sion of the hacienda at the expense of the community. He claimed that 

the municipalities' efforts to establish schools in the 1870s decreased 

after the dictatorship began. According to Mary Kay Vaughan, his thesis 
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is partly correct, although there were notable examples of school 

expansion in the 1870s. For example, General Juan Cris6stomo Bonilla, 

cacique of the Puebla sierra, began to build schools in his region in 

the 1870s with the help of the Lancaster Society, until no village was 

without a school. It is hard to draw conclusions about the increases 

in municipal primary schools, however, because of the lack of statistics 

available before 1870 and the incomplete records during the 1870s. 95 

Between 19.00 and 1907, public primary school enrollments increased 

most rapidly in states with significantly expanding revenues and 

progressive school policies, such as Chihuahua, Coahuila, Durango, the 

Federal District, Jalisco, Tabasco, and Yucatan. For the nation as a 

whole, however, public primary enrollments declined by 5.5 percent 

between 1900 and 1907.96 Two possible explanations for the declines in 

enrollment may be a neglect in public school policy and an increasing 

rate of exploitation. In the central states of Hidalgo, Quertaro, 

Mgxico, and Morelos, the number of boys attending school fell between 

1900 and 1907, while the number of girls increased, which indicates the 

economic difficulties of those states and the need for the labor of male 

children in the poorer families. 97 

The relationship of development of education systems in the states 

and the modes of production is illustrated by the contrasts between 

Yucatan and the northern states. Yucatn had the largest increase in 

state revenue of all the states in the period, but was fifth in educa-

tional expenditures in 1907 and eighth in increased educational 

expenditures. It had a later start than the north, economically, due 

to economic prosperity from producing henequen (sisal) for the United 

States market after 1898. But Yucatn also differed from the northern 
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states in its modes of production and the attitudes of entrepreneurs 

and policy-makers. The north was a region of expanding agricultural, 

mineral, and industrial production based on wage labor. Its often 

transient labor force moved from farming to mining, commerce, industry, 

and also moved geographically between the United States and Mexico. 

The increase in production and commerce contributed to a rapid process 

of urbanization and a growing middle class, both urban and rural. It 

was mostly a capitalist economy and benefitted from governors concerned 

with modernization such as Bernardo Reyes of Nuevo Leon, Tam6n Corral 

of Sonora, Miguel Crdenas of Coahuila, Migul Ahumada and Enrique Creel 

of Chihuahua, all of whom enthusiastically supported school systems. 

Mary Kay Vaughan suggests that the northern governors' commitment to 

education was related to their desire to attract North American 

investors, using education as a means of social control in order to 

create peace and order. 98 

In contrast, Yucat5n's economy and society were characterized by 

a type of capitalism which had little regard for labor conditions, 

coexisting with the community, which served as a source of both land 

and labor. Yucatan had the largest Indian population among the states 

in 1910, with 58.94 percent of the population speaking only indigenous 

languages. 99 Entrepreneurs used semi-slave labor—local Mayan Indians 

bound to the hacienda through debt peonage, and the Yaqui Indians who 

were deported from Sonora—to rapidly expand the henequen production. 

The landowners had little interest in educating these workers. 

Yucatn's economy was in fact characterized by a sort of dualism. 

Henequen production created a modern labor force in the technical and 

administrative aspects of production, in transportation, and services, 
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but this labor 'force worked alongside the semi-slave labor force of the 

hacienda and benefitted more than the latter from the school expansion 

that took place. During the Porfiriato, Yucatan gained a reputation 

for pedagogical innovation, reflecting the interests of the urban 

professional sector. 10° Olegario Molina, governor of Yucatgn, improved 

and encouraged education, and passed a state law in 1906 which provided 

for the education of all classes within the state. Schools were 

supposed to be provided for the illiterate workers on the haciendas and 

in the small villages. 101 

In preparatory education, national enrollments in public and 

private schools increased by 122 percent from 1878 to 1900, or from 

3,375 to 7,506 students. Between 1900 and 1907 enrollments dropped 

twenty-four percent to 5,728. In 1900, twenty-three percent of students 

enrolled in public prepa±atory schools were studying in Mexico City. 102 

Most states had at least two such schools in 1907, although four states 

had none. The states that had no preparatory school of their on sent 

students to the National Preparatory School in Mexico City. Northern 

states also made use of Protestant schools in Mexico, as well as 

secondary schools in the United States. Since the wealthiest families 

in Mexico usually sent their sons abroad for preparatory and profes-

sional education, it is likely that the middle class benefitted most 

from the national school system. 103 

Another inequality in the Porfirian education system existed in 

the difference in quality between urban and rural schools. It is not 

clear whether state aid to rural municipal schools improved the quality 

of education, but from officials' reports it is clear that rural schools 

were inferior to urban schools. The rural school program was shorter 
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than the urban program, its buildings were unhealthy, its equipment 

was inferior, and its teachers were much more poorly trained and paid 

than in urban schools. 104 Contrary to the statements of some of the 

Mexican revolutionaries, however, rural schools did exist. In 1900, 

of 9,363 primary public schools, 2,013 were coeducational schools, 

which were usually only in areas of scarce population. The state of 

Tamaulipas had 118 rural schools and 98 urban schools. Zacatecas 

claimed that in 1910 its ranchos and haciendas all had schools, although 

of the 251 rural schools, 15 did not functioh due to a lack of buildings 

and teachers. Jalisco encouraged hacienda owners to establish schools 

at their expense, which the state promised to subsidize. Some schools 

were built on haciendas during the Porfiriato in Jalisco, Morelos, and 

other places, although most were probably designed to serve skilled and 

administrative personnel. 105 

In the last decade of the Porfiriato the federal and state govern-

ments seemed to take a more serious interest in rural schools and 

Indian education. Justo Sierra created 17 new rural schools. Nuevo 

Leon built 24 new rural schools in 1905. And San Luis Potosc tripled 

its'number of rural schools between 1906 and 1910 One reason for this 

trend may have been the recognition of the uneven development in school-

ing caused by deepening structural disparities in municipal and state 

income. Another reason may be the recognition of the educational needs 

of a modernizing society, which included the two functions of skill-

development and social control. 106 Even if rural children did go to 

school, however, their chances of obtaining a decent education, or of 

advancing beyond the primary level, were small. Usually there was a 

terrible lack of supplies. For example, the Puebla school law said 
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that schools were to have globes, maps, dictionaries, reference books 

for each subject area, rulers, compasses, scales, barometers, movable 

letters, murals for natural history, models of clay and wood, and 

musical instruments, as well as pencils, notebooks, and texts. But in 

reality, most schools lacked these supplies and many lacked texts. In 

Aguascalientes in 1910, its inventory consisted of a total of four 

history texts, 268 books on morality, 69 arithmetic primers, four 

primers on political economy, and 10 civics texts. In Sonora, for lack 

of texts,' students read the newspapers after the third year of 

school. 107 In 1901 Gregorio Torres Quintero described the tragic 

reality of the rural schools: 

There exists in our country an endemic evil: in all areas, 
urban schools are the only ones attended, while the rural 
schools are forgotten.' . . . Under the roof of a rickety 
building are crowded 40, 50, or 60 children, seated on 
terrible pieces of furniture or huddled on the floor. 
Everything about it is miserable: the teacher, the stu-
dents, the teaching. . . . Are not these children who live 
in the countryside and in small villages also Mexicans? 

However, when it comes to instruction; some people 
are privileged, while others are outcoasts. . . . As long 
as the rural school continue in their virtual state of 
abandon, the vast majority of Mexicans will sink further 
into the gloom of non-existence. 108 

The uneven development of school systems between urban centers and 

rural areas is also shown by the ratio of primary superior (grades five 

and six) to primary elementary schools (grades one through four). The 

small number of primary superior schools in relation to primary ele-

mentary schools caused the system to fail as a channel of mobility for 

more than a small fraction 'of the population. In the states, primary 

superior schools were nearly always located in the capital or major 

commercial centers, inaccessible to the smaller towns and remote 

villages. 109 
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State vocational education for manual labor was poorly developed 

in the period. In major industries, skilled workers were at first 

imported with the approval of the administration. Diaz told foreign 

businessmen that the presence of foreign workers would educate Mexican 

laborers. Any degree of replacement of foreign skilled workers by 

Mexican labor was more' a consequence of worker pressure, management 

considerations, and eventually the Mexican Revolution, than it was the 

result of public education policy. 110 Also, in the case of rural 

education, it was not just the Mexican government or the state govern-

ment who were involved. In the northern states, North American 

Protestants etablished schools. Also, most foreign colonies, whether 

urban or rural, had their own schools. Foreign companies had schools 

for non-Mexican personnel in rural areas. Some mining companies subsi-

dized local public schools, while large companies like the Huasteca 

Petroleum Company, the Mexican Petroleum Company, and the Mexican Coal 

and Coke Company built and maintained primary schools for workers, as 

did a few national concerns such as the Compara Metali'rgica de Torren, 

owned by the Madero family.'11 

Another inequality existed in the differences between public and 

private schools. Those families in the middle class who could afford 

private education, and who had access to it, generally used the private 

school system. Although the percentage of private primary schools in 

relation to all primary schools dropped from twenty-six percent in 1874 

to 20.94 percent in 1907, between 1900 and 1907, private school enroll-

ments for all levels of schooling increased from seventeen to twenty 

percent of all students enrolled in 'school. Statistics suggest that 

after a period of greater public school expansion, the private school 
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system began to grow as a result of modernization. While Mexico's 

public school enrollment declined by 5.5 percent between 1900 and 1907, 

private school enrollments rose by nineteen percent. These statistics 

seem to suggest deepening social stratification and income inequality. 

Rising private school enrollments indicate increased income for some, 

while static or declining public enrollments indicated deepening poverty 

112 
for others. 

Lack of Functional Indian Education Policy  

Porfirian education policy-makers did little more than talk about 

Indian educ.tion. The main advances in education opportunities were in 

the cities, instead of in the rural areas where the Indians lived. Far 

more money per student was, spent on higher education, which was in the 

cities, than on rural primary education. Most teachers were from the 

cities, and preferred not to teach in rural areas. Those few who did 

go were poorly trained, abominably paid, and often unable to communicate 

with the Indians. Also, education was concentrated mostly in the 

Federal District. It had the best primary schools, the highest enroll-

ments, and the best system of post-secondary schooling. Only the states 

which experienced economic growth could afford to expand public school 

systems, because the states received no funding from the central 

government. Literacy improved only slightly during the Porfiriato, 

indicating the lack of inroads made into rural education. Those who 

benefitted most from the education system were the small middle class, 

made up of artisans and small merchants, and others associated with 

precapitalist forms of production, and which included administrative, 

technical, and professional personnel. The overall effect, however, 
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was to aggravate social class divisions, reinforce existing social 

relations of production, and inhibit social mobility. 



144 

NOTES TO CHAPTER FOUR 

p. 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

651. 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

Sierra, Obras, Vol. 8, pp. 13-47; Meneses, pp. 3, 649-651. 

Meneses, pp. 232, 651. 

Vaughan, pp. 57-58; Zea, Educaci6n, p. 151. 

Vaughan, pp. 57-58. 

Zea, Educaci6n, p. 150. 

Meneses, p. 369. 

Zea, Educaci6n, pp. 152, 157; Vaughan, pp. 21-22, 59; Meneses, 

Vaughan, p. 58. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., pp. 58-59. 

Meneses, p. 652. 

Angel J. Hermida Ruiz, ed., Primer Congreso Nacional de Instruc-
ci6n (Mxico: Ediciones El Caballito, 1975), pp. 170-171, ,cited in 
Meneses, p. 622; also, Meneses, P. 505. 

13 Meneses, p. 653. 

14 Dubln and Lozano, Vol. 14, P. 33, cited in Vzquez, Nacionalismo, 
P. 55; Zea, Educaci6n, p. 151. 

15 Vaughan, pp. 62-63. 

16 Ibid., P. 63. 

17 
Ibid. 

18 
Ibid. 

19 Meneses, pp. 378-379. 

20 El Monitor Republicano, April 3, 1890, cited in Meneses, 

21 Menéses, pp. 390-391. 

22 Castellanos, Reforma, p. 9; Meneses, pp. 389-392. 

23 
Meneses, p. 371. 

P. 389. 



145 

24 Ibid., pp. 395, 397-398. 

25 Ibid., p. 395. 

26 Ibid., p. 400. 

27 Ibid., pp. 400-401. 

28 La Voz de Mexico, November 21, 1890, cited in Meneses, p. 413. 

29 Vaughan, pp. 31, 55-56. 

30 Meneses, p. 417. 

31 Ibid., p. 415. 

32 
Ibid. 

33 Alvear Acevedo, p. 165. 

34 Menees, pp. 418-419. 

35 Ibid., pp 421-422. 

36 Ibid., p. 422. 

37 Ibid., p. 423. 

38 Ibid., p. 424. 

39 El Piano del Hogan, September 26, 1896, cited in Meneses, p. 424. 

40 Meneses, p. 429. 

41 Ibid., p. 581. 

42 Ibid., pp. 582-583. 

43 Ibid., pp. 583-584. 

44 Congreso Nacional de Educaci6n Primania, Informes presentados  
al Congreso Nacional de Educaci6n Pri.maria en Septiembre de 1910, 3 vols. 
(Mexico: Imprenta de A. Carranza e Hijos, 1911), pp. 22, 24; Meneses, 
p. 586. 

Congreso Nacional de Educaci6n Primaria, pp. 24-25. 

46 Ibid., p. 25. 

47 Ibid. 

48 Ibid. 



146 

49 
Ibid., p. 26. 

50 Ibid., p. 27. 

51 Ibid., p. 29. 

52 
Ibid. 

53 Ibid., pp. 29-30. 

54 Ibid., p. 35. 

55 Ibid. 

56 Ibid., p..38. 

57 Ibid., pp. 39-40. 

58 Ibid., p. 137. 

59 ma,, pp. 139-140. 

60 Ibid., pp. 389-390. 

61 Ibid. 

62 Meneses, p. 595. 

63 Torres Quintero, p. 3. 

64 Ibid., p. 4. 

65 Francisco Veyro, La educaci6n del indio (Tampico, Tamaulipas, 
1913), p. 7. 

66 Ibid., pp. 89. 

67 Ibid., p. 8. 

68 

69 

70 

71 

72 

73 

74 

Ibid., p. 10. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., pp. 10-11. 

Ibid., p. 12. 

Dr. Luis B. Ruiz, in El Imparcial (no date), cited in Veyro, p. 13. 

"El Escollo del Idioma,'T in El Imparcial, (no date), cited in 
Veyro, p. 13. 



147 

75 

76 

77 

78 

79 

80 

81 

82 

83 

84 

85 

Ibid. 

Veyro, p. 14. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., pp. 13-14. 

Ibid., p. 15. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., p. 16. 

Ibid., P. 19. 

Ibid., pp. 20-21. 

Vaughan, p. 39. 

86 Genaro Garcca, pp. 15-16. 

87 Vaughan, pp. 39-40; Juan Humberto Cornyn, Dfaz y Mxico (Mxico: 
Imprenta Lacaud, 1910), Vol. 2, pp. 241-242. 

88 

89 

90 

91 

92 

93 

94 

95 

96 

97 

98 

99 

100 

Vaughan, pp. 39-40. 

Ibid., p. 51. 

Congreso Nacional de Educaci6n Priinaria, p. 387. 

Ibid., p. 624. 

Ibid., p. 627. 

Vaughan, pp. 40-41. 

Ibid., p. 43. 

Ibid., p. 46. 

Osborn, p. 15; Vaughan, pp. 51-52. 

Vaughan, p. 52. 

Ibid., pp. 44-45. 

Gonzalez Navarro, Raza y tierra, pp. 169-225; Vaughan, p. 45. 

Vaughan, p. 45. 



148 

101 
Carbine, p. 33. 

102 
Vaughan, pp. 70-71. 

103 Ibid. 

104 Castillo, p. 249; Vaughan, pp. 48-49. 

105 

106 

107 

108 

109 

110 

111 

112 

Vaughan, p. 49 

Ibid. 

Gonzalez Navarro, Vida Social, p. 580; Vaughan, 

Meneses, p. 498. 

Vaughan, pp. 47-48. 

Ibid., pp. 67-68. 

Ibid,, pp. 56-57. 

Ibid., pp. 52-53. 

p- 62. 



CONCLUSION 

Mexico during the Porfiriato was faced with a rapidly changing 

world. Industrialization in Europe and the United States had reached 

the point in their productive capacity that they were requiring new 

sources of raw materials, and new markets for their manufactured goods. 

The ruling elites in Latin American nations saw opportunities for 

economic and political gain by collaborating with foreign entrepreneurs. 

They were presented with the economic choice between a long term devel-

opment program based on catering to internal markets and domestic 

financing on the one hand, and short term development through dependent 

capitalism as producers of raw materials and primary products on the 

other hand. Politically, there was a choice between slowly building a 

broad base for participation in democracy, and, on the other hand, strong 

centralization of the state. The cost of choosing the slower alterna-

tive was great for Latin American nations, for the pressure to orient 

themselves towards North Atlantic capitalism was considerable. Besides, 

it was difficult to predict the long term consequences of the choices 

available to them. For the countries that had large Indian populations, 

the choice for dependent capitalism meant the privatization of Indian 

lands and forced integration into the national economy, usually involving 

military repression of land revolts. The conditions of Mexico were thus 

common throughout much of Latin America, and greatly curtailed sincere 

efforts to implement programs of Indian education. Compared to advances 

made in infrastructure such as railroads, telegraph systems, ports, and 
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mining technology, very little progress was made in education in general 

and Indian education in particular. 

Indian education policy was in the formative stage of development, 

and was unsuccessful 

statements of intent 

made in construction 

during the Porfiriato, despite numerous passionate 

on the part of education policy-makers. The gains 

of schools, taking education to the masses, train-

ing teachers, and combating illiteracy were modest- at best. The founda-

tion for a later national school system was indeed laid, and an abundance 

of creative energy was invested in creating educational methods and 

study plans. There was even sufficient tolerance for liberalizing 

trends and experiments, some of which, when taken to their logical con-

clusion, were at cross purposes to the positivist aims. The bottom line, 

however, was that the cientficos did not fulfil their promises to take 

education to the seventy-five percent that were the rural masses. Some 

critics claimed that, far from giving education to the poor, Porfirián 

education actually reduced them to virtual slavery. Various obstacles 

still prevented Indians from obtaining an education: their family's 

dependence on their labor for survival; lack of proper nutrition; dis-

tance from schools; scarcity of good teachers; obstinacy of employers or 

hacienda bosses; and the lack of knowledge of Spanish, and of teachers 

who spoke the Indian languages. The most serious hindrance to Indian 

education was the nation's insistence on using the Indians for cheap 

labor in the capitalist development programs. 

Reasons for the discrepancies between official statements of intent 

for educating the Indians and the realities of the Indian situation are 

found in the political and economic exigencies of the time, and the ad-

herence to ideologies compatible with capitalism. The political necessi-
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ties, especially after 1867, from the point of view of the federal gov-

erment, were to protect the national sovereignty through firmly estab-

lishing political stability and the degree of domestic peace necessary 

for economic development. The immediate tasks at hand were the strength-

ening of the state at the expense of the Church and other powerful cor-

porations; the consolidation of power over regional caciques; and the 

repression of banditry and agrarian uprisings. Peace and order were 

paramount for Mexico's attainment of political autonomy, and for econom-

ic progress through attracting foreign investment. Given these politi-

cal priorities, Mexico preferred to enlist the Indians' service as sol-

diers and hacienda laborers, rather than to educate them. 

Mexico, in its drive for economic development, chose a form of 

dependent capitalism, which caused it to relinquish its power over sev-

eral significant aspects of its economy. The land colonization laws 

catered to foreign investors and developers, greatly increasing the 

privatization of Indian lands which had been begun by the liberals. 

The resulting mass of landless Indians frequently rebelled against 

state and federal governments, taxing the Porfirian repressive machinery 

which sought to maintain "law and order" for the sake of economic dev-

elopment. With actual economic production in the hands of foreign 

companies, who had little incentive to promote education, the Mexican 

government surrendered hopes of educating the Indians, because the 

economic development relied on cheap manual labor, which required little 

or no formal education. Therefore, economic strategies chosen by the 

Porfirian decision-makers were not compatible with systems of compre-

hensive education, all the rhetoric notwithstanding. 

In order to lend credibility and justification to Mexico's choices 



152 

concerning economic development, the cientfficos featured a form of posi-

tivism which stressed quantifiable facts, order, and progress. Discus-

sions of the Indians focused on matters of race, and generally skirted 

the issue of social class. The cientificos, whether active in education 

policy-making or not, mostly preferred European immigration to squarely 

dealing with the Indians' needs. They showed more faith in the mestizos 

than in the Indians, and interacted more with European ideas than with 

Indian realities. Their contempt for the Indian cultures, isolation, 

and supposed superstitions, was bolstered by positivism and social Dar-

winism, which served to justify their chosen path of dependent capital-

ism, which was predicated on using the Indians for cheap labor. 

The record indicates a greater importance placed on economic and 

political objectives, relegating Indian education to a position of insig-

nificance. Advances in the establishment of an incipient national school 

system only succeeded in exacerbating social inequalities. The gulf be-

tween cities and rural areas, between Mexico City and the states, and 

between higher education and primary education increased during the per-

iod, indicating the difficulties the Indians had to overcome in order 

to advance socially through education. The overall effect was to rein-

force existing social relations of production and to restrict social 

mobility. Indian education therefore had to wait for the Revolution, 

which succeeded in placing the Indians in the limelight, to a large de-

gree, and in recognizing the legitimacy of their demands for land. 

The purpose of this study has been to survey the political, econom-

ic, and social factors of the Porfiriato which made it impossible for 

Indian education policy to become a meaningful reality, in spite of the 

multitude of speeches and plans made which acknowledge it to be a priori-
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ty. The policies of privatization of Indian lands warrant studies com-

paring and contrasting the approaches taken in various Latin American 

countries with an Indian population. The centralization of the state 

and the emphasis on peace, order, and progress, deserve study as well. 

Solutions applied to the Indian problems in each country would reveal 

similarities and common influences on government policies. It would 

appear that Mexico, being so receptive to ideas and values from Europe 

and the United States, was not acting entirely alone concerning the 

Indian question, but rather was part of the larger trend in vogue 

throughout the continent. 

been ignored. 

Besides the need for studies of a broader scope, there is 

much need for more in-depth investigation of the Indian social 

To date, these are topics which have largely 

also 

reality 

in the various regions of Mexico. An understanding of the Indian cul-

tures is vital, especially of the accepted role and meaning of education 

in their societies. Generally, education in the Indian communities is 

carried out in an informal manner, integrated into daily life. Elders 

teach younger Indians in the course of petforming the daily tasks needed 

for survival and propagation of their way of life. Skills and values 

are taught verbally and by example as part of everyday life, rather than 

in a compartmentalized fashion. The informal, integrated control of 

society was all the more prevalent once the Church began leaving many 

Indian co]iuhlunities, even before Independence. Consequently, the formal, 

state-run education met with many obstacles which were inadequately in-

vestigated. The formal school promoted by the state served as a link 

to the institutions and; therefore, the values, of the state. 

The logical next step in studying the meaning of education in Indian 
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villages is to examine municipal records of education efforts. There 

are large amounts of files on the topic, particularly in Oaxaca, which 

are yet to be catalogued and indexed. Studies are required on the num-

ber of schools, enrollment and attendance figures, subjects taught, and 

training of teachers. Also important would be all the records of Indian 

oDnions of education and the state. Availability of higher education, 

and possibilities for social mobility are further topics for research. 

The present study was constrained by practical considerations to 

approach the question of Indian education from a top-down perspective. 

It examined policies of the government, without much of an idea of how 

these policies worked in practice in remote Indian villages. It looked 

at the needs of the governing elites, without being able to contrast 

them with the felt needs of the Indian communities. Ideas expressed 

were those of the privileged few who could read and .write, so that the 

ideas of the Indians and mestizo campesinos went unheard. Consequently, 

this thesis was able to merely introduce many important questions and 

areas for research on the Indian situation. Any discoveries of aspects 

of the social realities of the Indians of the Porfiriato, or of ideas 

and opinions, would provide valuable .contributions on the subject, and 

fill out the picture of ' Indians from their own vantage point. 
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