Introduction

THE MIDDLE CLASSES AND THE CRISIS
OF THE INSTITUTIONAL REVOLUTION

This is the story of how the Mexican middle classes made history during
scveral decades of cconomic and political upheaval. A midecentury boom,
so impressive that it was dubbed the Mexican Miracle, came to an end
in the late 1960s. lllusions of prosperity and stability, which had scemed
possible during the Miracle, dissipated. At the same time, the political he-
gemony of the Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario
Institucional, or PRI), the heir to a political dynasty that had governed
Mexico since 1929, dissipated as well. We can scc, with hindsight, major
changes in the cconomy and the political system in the late twenticth cen-
tury, from the Ig960s through the I1990s, as statc-led dcvclopmcnt was
rcplaccd by ncoliberalism and the de facto onc-party statc gavce way to
procedural democracy. But these were messy processes, and the period is
best understood as several decades of cconomic and political turmoil.

At the center of these changes were Mexico’s misunderstood middle
classes, whose reactions to crisis shaped recent history. During the Mexi-
can Miracle, PRI politicians and burcaucrats had prided themsclves on the
country’s rigorous growth and political stability. They saw the cconomic
well-being and political quicscence of the middle classes as an outgrowth
of their stewardship.! But if the middle classes were symbols of the PRI’s
success, they were also harbingers of its decline. As the scgment of the pop-
ulation that had most benefited from the boom, thcy were also the most
buffeted by the difficult process of cconomic change, from the cveryday
cxpericnee of unpredictable inflation and unexpected peso devaluations to
major changes in philosophy and policy. The middle classes—doctors and
lawyers, laboratory technicians and engincers, shopkeepers and civil ser-
vants—acted out the stresses of this cconomic history: they protested in
the streets and in the corridors of power; they suffered alicnation, hope,
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and fecar. Whether they formed groups of armed rebels, suffered malaisc si-
lently, or gossiped about a coup d’état, their actions signaled that the PRIs
onc-party system was in crisis. The belcagucred PRI struggled to recoup
support and to contain the political upheaval on the left and the right, but
ultimately the party split under the pressure.

The desires and fears of the middle classes, as well as their actions,
shaped the cconomic and political history of late twenticth-century Mex-
ico. Most scholars have pointed to the 1968 student movement as the be-
ginning of the end of PRI's hegemony, but this was only onc symptom of
a largcr uphczwal. The cmphasis on the student movement has cclipscd a
morc important historical point: that the most conscquential struggles over
the futurc of the PRI’s system took place among the middle classes. The
leftist students who took to the strects to protest the authoritarianism of
the PRI can and should be analyzed alongside conservative housewives en-
raged at the rising cost of living, alicnated engincers suffering ennui, con-
sumecrs falling into debt to support their lifestyle, yuppies who believed the
world was their oyster, and angry homecownecrs struggling to defend their
privileged access to housing. Thesc reactions to crisis, which span the po-
litical spectrum, represent different threads by which the one-party system
was coming undone.

The Middle Classes

Who were these middle classes? Professionals such as lawyers and doctors;
intellectual workers such as university professors, teachers, and artists;
white-collar workers such as administrators, sccretarics, and clerks; and
technical workers such as photographers and sound engincers belonged
to the middle classes. So too did small business owners, merchants, and
supcrvisors.” Importantly, most PRI functionarics, from civil servants to
party officials, formed part of these middle classes. These are the people
who benefited from the mideentury cconomic boom. They had relatively
high levels of education, engaged in nonmanual or technical worlk, and
lived in urban environments where they had access to cultural, leisure, and
health services.”

“Middle class™ refers to a sct of material conditions, a state of mind,
and a political discoursc. As a sct of material conditions it can be measured
by income and class stratification. (Plcasc sce the Appendix for a descrip-
tion of various attempts to quantify the middle classcs and delincate their
social reality in twenticth-century Mexico.) As a statc of mind, it is an iden-
tity, lifestyle, and cultural world that can be longed for—and lost. Some of
the ficrcest political battles in twenticth-century Mexican history arc strug-
gles to acquire and defend the sociocconomic and cultural markers of class,
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which do not always coincide, as illustrated by the popular descriptions
con dinero sin cultura (with moncy but without culture) and con cultura
sin dinero (with culturc but without moncy).* Middlec class is also a politi-
cal discourse. Idcas about the naturc and function of this group have been
uscd (usually by cultural, political, and academic élites) to create influen-
tial narratives about Mexico’s past, present, and futurc—narratives that
serve ideological and political purposcs. For example, the middle classcs
have been the premicr protagonists in narratives about capitalist ccono-
mics since at lcast the nincteenth century, and vociferous debate continues,
in Mexico and clsewhere, about their historical role. They have been de-
scribed as harbingers of modernity and cconomic progress and as actors
in political chaos. They have been alternately characterized as apathetic
and alicnated, productive and parasitic, conscrvative and revolutionary.
This three-pronged approach to studying class—sociocconomic, cultural,
and political—is present throughout the book, although different dimen-
sions arc cmphasized in different chapters. The plural, “middle classes,” is
intcnded to convey the array of indicators, identitics, and ideas that definc
this protcan group of pcople who have been both idealized and reviled.

How big—or how small—arc these multifarious middle classes in Mex-
ico? Onc estimate puts them at 8 percent of the national population in
1893, 16 pereent in 1940, 20 percent In 1950, 22 percent In 1960, 29 per-
cent in 1970, 33 percent in 1980, and 38 percent in 1990.° According to
this estimate, by the 1980s they constituted as much as onc-third of the
national population. Other, more conscrvative measures describe them as
onc-quarter of the population in that decade.® Most measures of class strat-
ification in twenticth-century Mexico, though, indicatc an overall trend
wherchy the middle classes increased as a proportion of the national popu-
lation, cven during the crisis years of the 1970s and 1980s.” This trend
defics some popular and scholarly assumptions. As several leading experts
arguc, statistics on class stratification have often been miscalculated and
misinterpreted to advance political arguments about incquality in Mexico.®
But burcaucrats and business owners, airline pilots and movic projection-
ists, stockbrokers and students did not belong to a small or disappearing
class. They belonged to a rapidly changing world.

Related to the question of how big the middle classes are is the question of
location. “Middle class™ does not describe those in the middle of the income
distribution. Instcad, they reside in the top deciles, between the poor major-
ity and an cxtremely small, wealthy minority. The middle classes and the
PRI, then, together constituted an élite realm. In onc study of class stratifica-
tion and income distribution, for example, an analyst argued that, in 1977,
they occupied the cighth, ninth, and first half of the tenth deciles of Mexi-
co’s income distribution.” But the boundaries between the poor, the middle
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classcs, and the wealthy arc far more complicated than income deciles, as
the myriad labels for this group suggest. “Middle-class,” “bourgeois,” “petit
bourgcois™ and an array of other “smalls”™ and “mecdiums”—such as pro-
prictors, merchants, and industrialists—all refer to an intermediary group
between the poor and the wealthy. Some terms are associated with economic
differentiation, others evoke cultural criteria.!” While these designations arc
often used interchangeably, this book uses “class™ for two related reasons:
it refers to a social position that is made rather than inherited, and its mal-
ing (and cndless unraveling and remaking) is a political and historical pro-
cess.!! Much of this book examines how individuals and groups struggled to
crect, maintain, break down, cross over, or ensconce themselves within class
boundaries.

The history of the middle classes is a political, cconomic, and cultural
story that requires methodological creativity to uncover.”? In many ways,
cconomic crisis appears as the primary driver of historical change in this
book. But cconomic criscs arc political and cultural crises. They disrupt
cstablished patterns of class domination, necessitating class reconfigura-
tion—a political, cconomic, and cultural process.!'® An underlying assump-
tion in this book is that capitalism gencrates cconomic growth, trade, and
profit but also social and cultural rclations, drcams and nightmares.!'*
Studying the middle classes in their many dimensions is an opportunity
to combine the mcthodological tools of the cultural turn, political econ-
omy, bottom-up history, and cconomic history.'" In some chapters, “mid-
dle class™ is primarily dcfined by cducation. In other chapters, the middle
classes are studied in their places of everyday consumption (such as gas
stations); through their income levels and family finances; according to the
neighborhood in which they live; and as they are portrayed in Mexico’s
public sphere, from novels and tclevision programs to press accounts and
political speeches.'® This methodology uncarths a broad range of middle-
class expericnees and relationships. It underscores the tensions and contra-
dictions within the middle classes and emphasizes the dynamic and central
ralc of these groups in recent Mexican history.'”

Miracles

Writing in 1970, historian John Womack Jr. argued that “the business of
the Mexican Revolution is now business.” He described a Mexico City
full of “shimmering new buildings [that] teem with transactions and ac-
countings into the futurc” and remarked that Mexicans “run up bills on
three credit cards.” The Mexican Revolution, which commenced in 1910,
began as a struggle for justicc and became the foundational narrative for
twenticth-century Mexican history. “Why,” Womack asked, “did the old
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struggle for justice—violent, confused, but intent—turn into the new drive
for development? How did the Revolution become a bonanza?”'® This
midcentury bonanza—the so-called Mexican Miracle—was intimatcly con-
nceted to the cxpansion of the middle classes and the postrcvolutionary
statc apparatus.

The PRI’s rule has been described as the “perfect dictatorship.™"” After
the Revolution, political leaders faced the challenge of ruling a territory
that had nczu'ly becen pullcd apart during the uphcavzﬂ. In the carly post-
revolutionary years, different interest groups jockeyed for power, and the
PRI cventually emerged from this intense process.®” Although it was of-
ficially founded in 1946, the PRI was the heir to a political dynasty that
began in 1929. Scholars often use the carlicr date to underscore the con-
tinuity and longevity of the political system: after all, the PRI and its
precursors ruled Mexico from 1929 to 2000.?! Ostensibly democratie, a
presidential term was limited to four (later, six) years, and presidents were
limited to onc term. Elections were meant to be open and democratic. In
reality, though, the PRI held tight control over the clectoral process, lim-
ited the number and power of registered opposition partics, and resorted
to fraud to ensurc its continucd victories at the polls. In order to maintain
social control, the PRI relicd upon large groups to represent campesinos,
such as the National Peasant Confederation (Confederacion Nacional
Campesina, or CNC); workers, such as the Confederation of Mexican
Workers (Confederacién de Trabajadores de México, or CTM); and the
middle classes, such as the National Confederation of Popular Organiza-
tions (Confederacién Nacional de Organizaciones Populares, or CNOP).
Thesc statc-affiliated confedcrations of unions and associations lobbicd for
the interests of their constitucnts, to be sure, but thcy also ensured that
their members would support official policics. In this corporatist system,
mandatory business chambers represented industrialists, merchants, busi-
ncss owners, and other important groups of the private scctor.

The party resembled a negotiation table, balancing the competing in-
terests of these different organizations. The church, social organizations,
small opposition partics, and voluntary business organizations also partici-
pated in the limited space allowed for pluralism within the onc-party state.
And, like most ruling partics, the PRI itsclf was not a monolith but rather
an association of diffcrent interests and power brokers occupying posi-
tions in different ministrics.”? The party held in balance these varied and
conflicting intcrests in the context of regional, national, and international
pressurcs. Impormnﬂy., when consensus could not be reached by mutual
accord, bribery, or carrot-and-stick ncgotiation, the PRI found recourse in
violence (most often against workers and campesinos).” Ideally, this sys-
tem worked as a welfare state, in which statc institutions guaranteed the
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social and cconomic well-being of citizens; in reality, it functioned as a
welfare state that could never meet the needs of all its citizens, as onc in
which onc party exchanged resources for political loyalty. Though by no
means a perfect system (or dictatorship), the PRI's Institutional Revolution
provided a certain amount of stability.*

The political system consolidated in the context of a mideentury cco-
nomic boom from 1940 to 1970, when Mexico’s cconomy grew at an av-
crage annual rate of more than 6 pereent. Mexican and forcign obscrvers
began to talk about the “Mexican Miracle.”® This growth resulted from
a prospcrous world cconomic context (cspecially following the Sccond
World War) and an internal cconomic strategy known as Import Substitu-
tion Industrialization, or ISL. In Mexico, ISI can be described as a mixed
cconomy, with both public and private investment and a large amount
of statc involvement. Mexican leaders sought forcign investment to pro-
motc domestic industrial manufacturing and implemented high tariffs on
imported goods to protect these fledgling industrics. The ISI strategy was
intended to counter the structural incquality of the international cconomy;
it was designed to give Mexico the breathing space to “catch-up” with the
dcvclopcd world. In this endecavor, the state wholly owncd certain strate-
gic industrics (such as oil extraction) but also heavily subsidized domestic
private-scctor industrialists, cither directly or through subsidized services.
Although the terms “miracle,” “ISL” and “state-led development™ have
become shorthand for thinking about the cconomic boom, it remains un-
clear whether there was a coherent and consistent dcvclopmcnt policy.,
never mind an cconomic model, during those years; these terms might ob-
fuscate morc than they explain. It is more likely that cconomic policy re-
sulted from ad hoc and sclf-interested compromises among business, labor,
and political élites at regional, national, and international levels.?

The grc:-wth of the postrcvolutionary statc apparatus, from the 19205
onward, bolstered the middle classes.?” A reciprocal relationship between
the middle classes and the state emerged: the middle classes studicd in the
public education system and then, drawing upon the cultural capital they
had accrued, filled the ranks of the growing state’s burcaucracics.™ In-
creased access to public education was onc of the postrevolutionary state’s
most promincnt social commitments. Despite important successcs, cspe-
cially regarding access to primary school, cducation remained a marker
of privilege. For instance, of the population over fiftcen years of age living
in Mexico City, only 41 percent had completed primary school in 1970;
this figurc deercased to 34 percent in 1980.* Further, as the public educa-
tion system grew (the number of high schools doubled between 1940 and
1960|, s0 too did the value placcd on cducation, and poverty ]::cgan to be
cxplained by low levels of education.™ As a result, despite the cfforts of
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politicians and policymakers, the education system ended up reinforcing
middle-class privilege.!

After 1940, Mexico’s political lcaders, cspecially those who worked
for the federal government and lived in the main citics, came predomi-
nantly from the ranks of the middle classes. Members of the middle classes
found cmploymcnt not only at the highcs’c levels of the govcernment but
also as civil servants and midlevel supervisors.*> The middle classes con-
solidated their position in 1943 with the creation of the CNOP (National
Confederation of Popular Organizations), an umbrella organization that
represented many middle-class associations and unions.** This confcdera-
tion brought together state employees, professionals, intellectuals, soldiers,
small merchants, small farmers, and small and medium industrialists. It
also rcprcscntcd the urban poor, including shantytown dwellers and shoe-
shinc boys.** Though hcterogencous, it was dominated by middle-class
statc employces. Its principal goal was to provide a corporatist representa-
tion for the middle classes within the regime, similar to large organizations
that rcprcscntcd campesinos and workers. Although burcaucrats consti-
tuted the corc of this “popular scctor,” the strength of the organization
(and its uscfulness to the PRI) was its ability to function as a brolkering
device between different middle-class interests, providing the PRI with re-
markable institutional flexibility.” The dynamism of the “popular scctor”
also helped the PRI to balance the power of the worker and campesino
scctors—the inclusion of the urban poor, for cxamplc, lent rcvolutionary
legitimacy to the popular sector and the PRI.** This was cspecially impor-
tant as the CNOP quickly superseded the campesino and worker organiza-
tions in terms of political clout and power.*™ Thus, the middle classes and
the PRI forged a mutually beneficial relationship that served to protect and
reproduce their privilege. The cconomic boom fortified this relationship
during the midcentury decades.*

As the middle classes grew, the PRI developed infrastructure to feed,
house, and entertain them. Massive, modernist, high-risc apartment com-
plexcs were built with great fanfare, in the style of Le Corbusicr, to provide
nurscs and accountants with all the accoutrements of modern lifr.:, includ-
ing parking spaccs for their cars, indoor plumbing, clectricity, multiple
bedrooms, kitchen appliances, and even carpeting and window drapes. The
Tlatclolco apartment complcx, pcrhaps the most emblematic of all these
housing projccts, is the subject of Chapter 6. The National Autonomous
University of Mexico (Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México, com-
monly lknown as UNAM)] was moved from its original location in down-
town Mexico City to a sprawling suburban zone in the south of the city,
which became known as University City. New suburbs, in an American
style, were developed, and centertainment and shopping complexcs sprang



8 Imtroduction

up for the leisure pursuits of these residents.™ The formation of an identity
of this burgconing class was greatly influcnced by American consumption
patterns and culture. Social status became tied to appliances, clothes, and
clectronic gadgets imported from the United States or to their nationally
manufactured cquivalents {which denoted less status, to be surc).*” Dur-
ing the midcentury boom, then, being middle class meant to have privi-
leged access to education, to live in a modern apartment, and to cnjoy a
certain lifestyle.

Being middle class implied having hope for the future. As the middle
classes grew and gelled, they came to cxpect upward mobility. A 1959
civic culture survey found that ncarly 8o percent of middle-class rcspon-
dents expected to be better off cconomically in ten years (compared with
only 6o percent of other urban respondents). For example, “Mr. C,” a
forty-ycar-old radio operator and technician, felt satisfied with his salary
and working conditions. In his sparc time, he took carc of his car, read
ncwspapers and magazines, and listened to the radio. Mr. C lived with his
wifc and four children in a medium-sized city, where their neighbors were
mostly busincss owners, professionals, and officc workers. Mr. C com-
pleted primary school and trade school, took advanced training courses
in the cvenings, and cnjoyed thinking of futurc opportunitics, even if his
plans did not materialize. “I had planned to open up a radio store,” he
told the interviewers. “1 had to postponc it, hoping that business condi-
tions would become more favorable, but it has not been feasible so far.™#
Mr. C believed that his children would be more successful than he was,
becausc of growing cducational opportunitics.** In the r960s, sociologist
Pablo Gonzilez Casanova argucd that such expectations for upward mo-
bility constituted a powerful “hope factor™ by which “the peasants of yes-
tcrday arc the workers of todﬂy and the sons of those workers can be the
professionals of tomorrow.”* If these aspirations overestimated the real
possibility of social mobility (the middle classes, after all, constituted an
élitc minority), in doing so they fostered a degree of political moderation
and social conformity among the believers; as Gonzilez Casanova argucd,
these aspirations were “powerful palliatives of incquality.”*

Scholars have questioned the political stability and cconomic prosperity
of the mideentury decades. The so-called Mexican Miracle was miraculous
only for a privileged few.* Its darker side included cconomic desolation
and political repression. The murder of campesino activists in the state of
Morclos during the 1940s and 1950s and the repression of railway work-
crs in Mexico City in 19 58—59, among other examples, reveal the violence
upon which the PRI’s rule depended.*® But whether this period should be
understood in terms of its stability or its violence, or some combination
of the two, remains an open question; an interpretive framework is still
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emerging.*” The significance here is not the accuracy of the Miracle nar-
rative but rather the fact that PRI functionarics, and others, belicved it. It
may be truc that this drcam never existed in reality, but stability is often a
statc of mind, and in the carly 1970s a perecived stability began to unravel.
Thus, the argument here is not that a Pax Priista did or did not exist but
that we need to analyze the belief in it.

In this belicf, the middle classes came to represent the modern, devel-
oped Mexico, symbaolizing the goal toward which all Mexicans ought to
strive. Their role in maintaining the status quo was legitimated by the
authority that their education and their political position gave them. A
midcentury pact emerged, whereby the middle classes provided ideological
legitimacy to an authoritarian system in cxchange for cconomic prosperity
and political stability. Mr. C., quoted above regarding his optimism about
the future, described clections as “fraudulent.” He supported the PRI but
with some resignation: “Of all the bad [partics], 1 think the least bad onc
is the PRL."** His cynicism notwithstanding, Mr. C’s political quicscence
buttressed the midccntury pact between the state and the middle classes,
and he enjoyed the benefits it conferred. It must be stressed that while
the middle classes became the ideal of the postrevolutionary state, they
were not always discussed as such in public. The PRI cultivated a folk
archetype which was meant to represent the authentic or the indigenous.*
Nevertheless, the PRI wanted the nation to move toward an ideal of urban
middle-class living. In the consolidation of the postrevolutionary state,
the middle classes came to stand for the nation.™ Because this was a pre-
dominantly urban ideal, it centered on the middle classes who lived in the
country’s main citics, cspecially Mexico City. If the visibility and influence
of the middle classes far excceded their proportion of the national popula-
tion, this was especially true of those living in the capital and other major
citics—yct another example of how Mexico City has somctimes stood for
the nation.™

The vision of an urban middle-class Mexico might have been a fantasy
of PRI functionarics, but the idea stuck, so to spealk, because of the glue of
cconomic prosperity. In turn, this fantasy buttressed the prolonged period
of cconomic boom and relative political stability from 1940 to 1970 and
helped to fill in the fissures of discontent. When the Miracle began to fade,

fantasics became nightmares.

1968 and Writing Recent History

On the rainy cvening of 2 October 1968, government forces massacred
hundreds of students in Tlatelolco, a plaza in the heart of Mexico City.
This massacre put an end to the student movement, which had gathered
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momecntum throughout the summer as students organizcd marches to pro-
test the authoritarianism of the PRI The conflict began with a scemingly
apolitical, routine skirmish between students from several preparatorias
(higher-education institutions between high school and undergraduate
studics) and vocational schools. On 22 July a fight broke out between stu-
dents from Vocational School 2 and the Isaac Ochoterena Preparatoria.
The next day, there was another fight. There was nothing particularly
unusual about any of this. But on 23 July, the city government sent in
two hundred riot police, who confronted students with violence and ar-
rested approximatcly twenty. In the following days., street battles occurred
in the center of Mexico City. Prepa and vocational students, now joined
by students from UNAM and the National Polytechnic Institute (Instituto
Politécnico Nacional, or IPN], fought the police, riot police, and military.
Students blockaded avenues and the military barricaded streets, and on
30 July government forces occupicd scveral sccondary schools. Although
precisc numbers arc unknown, newspaper reports cstimated that, by the
end of July, four hundred students had been injured and one thousand
arrested; students claimed that over fifty students had been killed, disap-
peared, or jailed. In less than ten days, a wide array of middle-class stu-
dents found themsclves in direct confrontation with the government.™

In the following wecks, student groups from various schools issued sev-
cral demands, including frecedom for political prisoncrs; climination of Ar-
ticle I45% of the pcnal code, which mandated a sentence of two to twelve
ycars for spreading scdition; abolition of the riot police (granaderos);
dismissal of the Mexico City police chicf; indemnification for victims of
repression; and justice against those responsible for the repression.® Stu-
dent groups also organized tactical responses to the aggression. Young men
and women formed unarmed guard units to protect their schools from
invasion. Student strikes began on the IPN and UNAM campuses, then
spread to other schools in the capital city and beyond. Eventually the Na-
tional Strike Council was cstablished. Committees of Struggle (Comités de
Lucha) formed to discuss cvents and plan strategy.” And Lightning Bri-
g:des cmcrgcd as young pcoplc fanned out across the city to communicate
the students’ position to the broader public.”” Margarita Isabel, a student
actress who joined a brigade after riot police invaded the National Institute
of Finc Arts, described the political cffervesence in the city’s streets: “We
organized encounters—happenings, you know what I mean? I'd go up to
a ncwspaper stand, for example, and ask for a newspaper.” At the same
time, another member of the brigade, dressed up as a “very *square,” very
middle-class matron, wearing carrings and a little pearl necklace™ would
also approach the kiosk. Then Isabel (wearing boots and a miniskirt) and
her actress comrade would stagc an argumecnt about the student movement
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and its demands, drawing in bystandcrs who gathcrcd as the argumcnt
cscalated. “Our audicnce wouldn’t say anything at first, but then suddenly,
without even realizing it, they'd begin to take sides and some man in the
crowd would say, ‘Listen, sefora, this young lady is right, you know, be-
causc you don’t even know what the students” six demands are.™*® The
actors’ brigadc staged these encounters in markets, cafés, restaurants, fac-
torics, and plazas across the city, to publicize the students’ demands and
shapc public opinion. The bridgades, committees of struggle, and strike
council were the infrastructure for what would become known as the 1968
student movement.

Conflict escalated in August and September. The army invaded and oc-
cupicd the UNAM campus, but students successfully defended the TPN.
Riots cruped in scveral arcas of the city, and violent confrontations be-
tween students and govcrnment forces led to deaths and injury on both
sides.”” Galvanized into action, growing numbers of citizens joined the
demonstrations, protesting the undemocratic nature of the onc-party statc
and the brutality of the police. Womack described the movement two years
later: “This was at heart a civic movement for civil libertics. . . . Not only
students but also their parcnts, their teachers and many tens of thousands
of officc workers, houscwives, shop workers, professionals and petty mer-
chants marched in massive demonstrations to protest official abuse of civil
rights.”** By the end of the summer, the number of protestors was in the
hundreds of thousands.

From solemn silent marches to the encrgetic lightning bridgades, the stu-
dent movement threatened the PRI Mexico was hosting the Olympics that
month, the first third-world nation to do so, and the opcning ceremonics
were scheduled for r2 October in Mexico City. Such widespread protest
would undermine the image the PRI had been cultivating as an effective
government for a prosperous Mexico.”™ On the evening of 2 October, just
tcn d:Lys before the opecning ceremony, hundreds of students gathcrcd pcace-
fully in the plaza of the Tlatclolco apartment building complex, to discuss
strategy and pl;m their next steps. Instcad, when government forces bcgaﬂ
shooting from the rooftops, the movement was quashed in a few bloody
hours. The details of the massacre are murky: How did it begin? Who werce
the snipers on the rooftops and plainclothesmen on the ground? How many
people died? The official death toll is 49, but international journalists whao
had been in the plaz:L that cvening rcportcd upwnrds of 313 decad.®®

Onc year after the cvents, Nobel laurcate and poct Octavio Paz wrote,
*The sccond of October, 1968, put an end to the student movement. It also
cnded an cpoch in the history of Mexico.”®" The student movement, and
cspecially the Tlatelolco massacre, has become a defining moment in nar-
ratives about recent Mexican history. Scholars, public intellectuals, and
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journalists usc the cvents of 1968 to cxplain the arc of twenticth-century
Mexican history. For Paz, the massacre was the end of an cra. Others de-
scribe 1968 as a turning point, between the mideentury Miracle and a
period of generalized crisis in the late twenticth and carly twenty-first centu-
rics.* The events also laid the foundation for origin storics, whether those
narratives describe the beginning of the end of the PRI's rule, the heroic
birth of the New Left, or the initial impetus for a prolonged transition to
clectoral democracy.®? The Second of October is also understood as an in-
stance of anagnorisis, a moment of tragic recognition, when thosc who had
gathered in the Tlatelolco plaza realized the full extent of the darker side of
the Miracle.™

It is time to de-center the 1968 student movement in explanations of
Mexican history. It is intellectually irresponsible to lionize the student
movement; doing so magnifics its significance and distorts our understand-
ing of Mexico’s recent past. The crucial story is the historical arc of the
middle classcs, of which the students were only one part. In the late 1960s
and carly r970s, crisis began to diffusc throughout the middle classes: stu-
dcnts, ccrtainly., but also doctors, dctcctivcs, and dcntists, as well as many
others, found themselves in uncertain times. The future of the PRI's Institu-
tional Revolution actually turned on how a broad spectrum of the middle
classcs would react.

The End of the Miracle

In the late T960s, the boom began to falter. On onc level, it had always been
unstable. For many, mideentury capitalist growth had been anything but
miraculous. In 1970 Octavio Paz described how the boom had produced
“two Mexicos, onc modern and the other underdeveloped.” Paz wrote that
“half of Mexico—poorly clothed, illitcrate, and underfed—has watched the
progress of the other half.”®s

On another level, by the mid-1960s, prominent cconomists and obscrv-
crs commented on the exhaustion of the ISI (Import Substitution Industrial-
ization) stratcgy. The belicf was that the casy stage of ISI had ended. It had
successfully generated domestic industries, but only for simple goods. More-
over, internal demand for these goods was relatively small, and they were
not competitive on the world market.*® Other cconomists, though, warned
against extreme prognoscs, suggesting that policymalkers had pinned unrea-
sonable cxpectations on ISI. When disappointment cnsued, it was tempt-
ing to succumb to failurc complexes, or “fracasomania.”™” A less dramatic
cxplanation was that ISI had simply passed its first, cxciting stage and that
the slowdown was causc for concern but not a calamity.*® Despite this cau-
tion, a “gloomy vision” took hold. In fear that the ISI model had failed,
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policymalkers, politicians, and industrialists were galvanized into action, at-
tempting to forge another cconomic strategy—a political, sociocconomic,
and cultural process in which the middle classes had much at stake.®

By the mid-1960s, the middle classes began to experience the contradic-
tions that had long been inherent in the so-called miraculous midcentury
capitalist growth. Doctors, teachers, and students mobilized to demand
better wages and working conditions, as well as greater transparency and
morc mcaningful democracy. The 1964—65 doctors’ strike, for example,
revealed the tension between young doctors’ middle-class aspirations and
the material limitations they confronted.™ During the mideentury boom,
Mexico’s public health-carc system expanded rapidly, and so did the num-
bers of doctors graduating from UNAM and the IPN, as well as other
institutions. But it had become increasingly difficult for the state to pro-
vide health care to more and more citizens; likewise, the state struggled
to pay its doctors a salary that adequately reflected their education and
the scrvices they offered.™ A gulf had emerged between the prestige of
being a doctor and the inability of many doctors to carn cven a marginally
middlc-class salary. In late 1964, when a rumor circulated that end-of-
year bonuses would be withheld, doctors went on strike to demand their
bonuscs and to protest unsanitary living quarters, low pay, and underem-
ployment. Invoking the prestige conferred by their profession, their rally-
ing cry was “Dignity for the medical class.”™ These young doctors, who
should have belonged to the middle classes, had come up against the limits
of the Mexican Miracle.

The doctors’ frustrated aspirations were part of a broader trend. The
privilege conferred by education—not only medical education—had come
under threat. Francisco Lopez Cidmara, an official in the CNOP and a
scholar who counscled the PRI regarding the middle classes, described
the process as “Malthus and Darwin against Marx and Freud.”™ A grow-
ing numbecr of educated professionals faced an increasingly saturated job
market.”™ Education was no longer a guarantec of upward mobility as the
likelihood of a sccurc job in the state burcaucracics diminished. Growing
cxpectations of consumption, compensation, and upward mobility came
under threat just when they were at their highest cver in postrevolution-
ary Mexico. Writing in 1966, Lopez Cimara describes how middle-class
students felt cheated (“defraudado™) of their privilege.™ The best-known
manifestation of this fecling of having been “defrauded” came with the
1968 student movement, but scholars and public intcllectuals have mc:es‘u:l)r
focused on its political and cultural dimensions; its structural context has
reccived less attention. The student movement, though, is also an cco-
nomic story. Structural cconomic crisis generated widespread discontent,
and citizens across the political spectrum began to protest. Certainly, in
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1968 the students—and the other participants—were dccply frustrated b}r
the authoritarianism of the PRIs system. But fear of losing class status was
another motivation for taking to the streets.

Octavio Paz forctold “great political battles” in the realm of the middle
classes.™ The PRI worricd intenscly about continuing middle-class discon-
tent. Indeed, Francisco Lopez Cdmara, in his capacity as scholar of the
middle classcs with connections to the party, argued that their discontent
represented the biggest threat to Mexico's political and social stability. The
middle classes, worried Lépez Cdmara, were “threatening to become the
great unknown of the 1970s.”77 He urged the PRI to develop a coher-
ent political and cconomic policy to avert what scemed to be a looming
disaster. Importantly, both Paz and Lopecz Cimara connected middle-
class discontent to the exhaustion of the 181 model and growing cconomic
instability.

The fundamental precariousncss of their privilege makes cconomic
instability especially threatening to the middle classes. Even in times of
cconomic boom, the basis for their privilege is shaky. Theorist Immanucl
Wallerstein describes the middle classes as being condemned to live in the
present—their privilege might disappear with the next crisis.™ Paz de-
scribed the effects of this existential instability on the middle classes: “[The
middle class] constitutes a mobile stratum which, though relatively satisfied
from an cconomic point of view, is aware that the situation could change
overnight. This insccurity inspires an aggressivencss and unrest that is not
found among the workers.”™ After more than a generation of cconomic
boom, during which middle-class habits and hopes became expectations,
students and doctors, houscwives and engincers, small business owners,
car owners, and customers in dry cleaning shops, among others, were con-
fronted by their structural instability, and they reacted in myriad ways.

The Great Unknown

This book begins in the carly 1970s, when instability takes center stage. It
addresses two central questions: What happened to the political relation-
ship between the middle classes and the PRI when the boom ended? And,
how did ncoliberalism (with its theoretical and policy emphasis on private
cntcrprisc, free markcts, and frec 'L'.J:'E'de., in contrast to state-led dcvclop-
ment) cmerge from the debris of the Mexican Miracle? These questions
arc closcly connected. During the 1970s and 1980s, the middle classcs and
the PRI experienced the end of the boom, experimented with cconomic
alternatives, and negotiated the birth of a ncoliberal paradigm. Through
the tumultuous history of cconomic change, political crisis pervaded the
élitc realm of the PRI and the middle classes, which was constantly being
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rcconﬁgurcd. At times, there scemed to be an ccho of the midccntury pact,
as when the PRI provided consumer credit and the middle classes paid
higher taxcs. In other moments, ncoliberal cconomists and policymakers
brolc from the state-led dcvclopmcnt model that had principall}r benchited
the middle classes, a move that created cleavages both within the party and
within the middle classes. These cconomic and political criscs occurred in
tandem and led to the end of the “Institutional Revolution™ from which
the party derived its very name.

The new landscape of the 1970s and 1980s was onc of crisis.™ Cultural
critic José Agustin described the mood toward the end of the year 1970:
“On the surface, cverything appearcd normal despite the hard proof of
1968,” hc began. “But in many people, there existed a vaguc impression
of h;wing wolen from a dream to face a rcality that thcy had prcviously
avoided. The cracks in the system were everywhere to be scen for thosc
willing to lool; the negative traces of ‘developmentalism” or the ‘Mexican
miracle” were now perecivable,”®!

Mexico had expericnced cconomic ups and downs carlicr, but during
these decades crisis became the backdrop of everyday life. Indeed, aside
from the bricf interlude of an oil boom, the term became virtually synony-
mous with the normal state of affairs. The cconomic (and political) criscs
of these decades were, in part, routine criscs, nccessary to ongoing capital
accumulation, but they led to a profound shift from the midcentury state-
led development to the neoliberalism of the late twenticth century.™ The
theorist Antonio Gramsci defines crisis as consisting “preciscly in the fact
that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a
great varicty of morbid symptoms appear.”® This book explores that am-
biguous moment between two modes of capitalist accumulation.

This book tracks the middle classes and the PRI through the convul-
sions of crisis. Part I, “Uphcavals,” focuscs on the political activitics of
the middle classes in the carly 1970s, in the shadow of 1968. Chapter 1
outlines the spectrum of leftist politics, from modcrate students to radi-
cal urban gucrrﬂlas, and cxamincs how lcftists strugglcd to come to terms
with their middle-class status. It also analyzes the PRI’s attempts to rcach
out to the discontented students. Chapter 2 documents a wave of destabi-
lizing rumors, as the conservative middle classes worried about peso deval-
uations, rising inflation, and a possiblec leftward turn in Mexican politics.
The chapter then examines the PRI's reaction to conservative protest and
traces the escalation of these rumors to whispers of a coup d’état in 1976.
Togcther, Chapters 1 and 2 demonstrate widespread discontent, protest,
and cven rebellion among the middle classes.

Part 1I, “The Debt Economy,” analyzes how the PRI and the middle

classes tried to cxit cconomic crisis by moving Mexico toward a debt
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cconomy. Chﬂptcr 3 focuscs on the short oil boom from 1977 to 1981
and analyzes “middle class™ as a political discoursc in the public sphere.
It examines the hopes (and fears) that politicians, scholars, and public in-
tellectuals pinned on the middle classes. Chapter 4 studics the cffects of
inflation, which began increasing significantly and crratically in the carly
1970s. It documents a changing cconomic relationship between the middle
classes and the PRI, with a focus on consumer credit, consumer rights, and
taxation. Chapters 3 and 4 together outline the emerging debt cconomy at
the national and houschold levels, whereby national debt funded oil ex-
traction and consumer credit mitigated the effects of inflation on house-
hold consumption.

Part I, “Fault Lines of Neoliberalism,” studics the social and political
cffects of the 1980s cconomic crisis and Mexico’s transition to ncoliberal-
ism. When oil prices collapsed and interest rates rosc in 1981 and 1982,
Mexico entered an economic crisis known as “the lost decade.” Chapter §
analyzes the emergence of neoliberal ideology and policy and its impact on
diffcrent scgments of the middle classes. The chapter charts how the élite
rcalm of the PRI and the middle classes split between the advocates and crit-
ics of ncoliberalism. Chapter 6 begins with the Scptember 1985 carthquake
that devastated Mexico City. It examines the pivotal role of middle-class
residents in the protcst movement that cmcrgcd after the natural disaster,
focusing on the massive Tlatelolco apartment building complex. The chap-
ter also analyzes how the postearthquake landscape of Mexico City func-
tioned as a sort of crucible for neoliberalism. Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrate
how a scrics of criscs facilitated Mexico’s shift to ncoliberalism.

The history documented in these chaptcrs challcngcs our understand-
ing of postrevolutionary Mexico. The middle classcs, as the segment of
the population that had most bencfited from the Mexican Miracle, offer
a premicr vantage point from which to cxamine the end of the boom and
the end of the PRI's onc-party state. Yet there is remarkably little historical
scholarship on the middle classes. This might be because the postrevolu-
tionary statc appcarcd to be dominated by the largc and powcrful corpo-
ratist associations representing workers and campesinos; significantly, the
CNOP (National Confederation of Popular Organizations) has received
less attention than its counterparts, the National Peasant Confederation
and the Confederation of Mexican Workers.™ This could be an effect of
official rhetoric: while the PRI may have moved closer to the interests of
the middle classes, it needed to present the regime as the embodiment, or
revindication, of the campesinos and workers who fought and died in the
Mexican Revolution.®

The lack of attention to the middle classes, however, might also reflect
the scholars who have analyzed postrevolutionary Mexican history and so-
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cicty. Considering a similar lacuna in historical scholarship on the United
Statcs, onc historian argucs that it is related to a discomfort of the Left,
and cspecially leftist academics, with the category “middle class.”® Many
scholars explicitly describe their work as a political project. Middle-class
fcars and insccuritics do not fit well with a romantic, revolutionary narra-
tive of political change. Many politically motivated scholars who analyze
social movements, among other topics, have become invested in these nar-
ratives and conscquently focus on the poor and marginalized as vehicles
for social change from below.®”

No doubt, the middle classes appear in many studics as artisans, mer-
chants, professionals, burcaucrats, teachers, Catholic activists, students, and
countercultural aficionados. Few works, though, explicitly address questions
of middle-class formation, politics, or cultures in Mexico. Often historians
usc the term “middle-class™ as a descriptive adjective rather than a histori-
cally contingent category rcquiring analytical engagement. Indeed, some
scholars pcrform strenuous contortions to nof see the middle-class status
of thosc they study.*® Theorist Immanuel Wallerstcin argues that the middle
classcs tend to function as a deus ex machina: like the literary device that
suddenly—and inexplicably and unsatisfactorily—resolves the plot, they arc
reificd, uncxamined, and mystified.® Whatcver the reason, the politics of
writing about the middle classes have shaped the scholarship on modern
Mexico, in which the middle classcs arc conspicuous by their absence.

But the middle classes can be apprchended in the historical record
through an array of primary and sccondary sources. Newly relcased gov-
crnment spy reports provide a window onto the political activitics of par-
tics, groups, associations, and individuals. These documents come from
two intelligence agencics that operated under the Scerctaria de Gober-
nacion (Ministry of the Interior): the Dircctorate of Federal Sccurity and
the General Dircctorate of Political and Social Investigations.™ While thesc
spy reports offer richly detailed accounts of public meetings and private
conversations, cxcitement over this historical source must be tempered;
the reports arc sometimes inaccurate, and the analysis they provide often
only scratches the surface. Many spies came from the ranks of the policc
or military, and it was virtually impossible to become an intelligence agent
without a personal recommendation from somconc within the intelligence
agencics. A culturc of seerecy pervaded the agencics, and agents were cho-
scn and rewarded for their loyalty rather than their expericnee or ability
in surveillance.” In his study of Mexico’s intelligence apparatus, Scrgio
Aguayo describes how reporting agents would somctimes exaggerate the
threat posed by groups or individuals in an cffort to curry favor with their
supcriors and justify increased government funds for the Ministry of the
Interior.” In the late 1970s, the Dircctorate of Federal Sccurity ordered a
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psychological study of a sample of its agents whosc jobs were to infiltrate
organizations and follow individuals. The report was damning: psycholo-
gists found that agents had low levels of both formal education and gcncral
intelligence, and they described agents as “vain, wastcful, and sclf-indul-
gent” as well as “cgotistical and superficial.”™* The experts also found that
agents were “not worried about socictal morals and norms™ and had “little
contact with reality.”*

In theory, intelligence organizations should serve the statc and not any
onc party or politician. But in Mexico, the agencics served the PRI and
the president.”” From their beginnings in the 1920s, the intelligence agen-
cics functioned as a political police—shadowing friends and cnemics of
the regime—and Aguayo describes how their activities often reflected the
personal interests and insccuritics of the president.™ In the 1960s, it scems
that President Gustavo Diaz Ordaz’s anticommunist paranoia sparked a
massive growth in the number of DES agents and informants, from ap-
proximately 120 agents with some informants in 1965 to 3,000 agents
with 10,000 informants in 1981.%7

These growing numbers of government spics focused much of their
attention on rcbellions against the regime, such as the 1968 student
movement and the leftist and conservative protests of the 1970s. Agents
watched individuals and groups (the list of targets was often full of sug-
gestions from the president and his highest advisors): they cavesdropped
on privatc conversations in strectcars and other public places, as well as
infiltrating opposition groups, tapping tclephoncs, intercepting letters and
telegrams, and controlling a network of informants.”™ On occasion agents
acted on the surveillance information, harassing and even climinating per-
ccived enemics of the regime.™

These intelligence reports, then, often reveal as much about state ob-
scssions as they do about the activities of groups deemed subversive. The
documents tell us at least two storics. They capture middle-class political
culture, together with the worry that it caused the PRI.

Documents from the presidential archives, which include cconomic data
on consumcr credit and taxation, internal political strategy documents,
and official speeches and propaganda, provide another important source
for studying the middle classcs. So, too, do press accounts. This boole fur-
ther benefits from the vibrant tradition of social commentary by public
intellectuals, writers, and scholars. These works scrve as both primary and
sccondary sources—primary, becausc they illustrate the contemporary in-
tellectual climate; sccondary, because they often offer important historical
analyses. Finally, popular culture, especially hard-boiled detective fiction,
offers a unique perspective within contemporary social criticism.
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Lecftist students, conscrvative car owners, alicnated detectives, indebted
familics, optimistic yuppics, and protesting homeowners: in the late 19605,
these protecan middle classes awoke from a drcam. For over two decades,
they cxperieneed the transition pains of major cconomic change. Their
histories tell the story of how a miracle ended and how the PRI’s Institu-
tional Revolution, which had prided itsclf on the robustness of the middle

CIE'LS.SC.S., came undonc.



