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ABSTRACT
SOCIAL CRISIS, DEVELOPMENT AND THE EMERGENCE OF THE
“NOVELA NEGRA” IN MEXICO AND SPAI?: THE CASE OF PACO
IGNACIO TAIBO II AND MANUEL VAZQUEZ MONTALBAN
by
William John Nichols II
This project presents a comparative study that
brings together two authors——Paco Ignacio Taibo II and
Manuel Vazquez Montalban—from two specific political
contexts—-post-1968 Mexico and post-Franco Spain——who
both work in one specific genre—"noir” detective
fiction. Although many scholars have addressed detective
fiction in Latin America or Spain, the uniqueness of this
project lies in its transatlantic study of “noir”
detective fiction in Mexico and Spain by Paco Ignacio
Taibo II and Manuel VAzquez Montalbdn. By analyzing the
motives and means by which these writers adopt and adapt
the North American hard-boiled model of detective
fiction, this study presents a global picture of the
political, social, economic and aesthetic processes that
foment the creation of a “noir” poetic.
This dissertation addresses the emergence of the
hard-boiled detective in Mexico and in Spain as an
archetype that arises in specific social, historical,

economic and political circumstances. These archetypes




not only project a vision of a modern, urban society but
also convey the lack of faith in the political, economic
and social institutions inherent in the members of that
society. Paco Ignacio Taibo II in Mexico and Manuel
Vazquez Montalban in Spain appropriate and adapt the
established forms of hard-boiled detective fiction known
in Spanish as “novela negra.” They propel the sleuth
through changing societies, specifically post-1968 Mexico
and post-Franco Spain, struggling to reconcile a past of
repression with the ideals of a democratic present. Both
Taibo’s detective, Hector Belascoaran Shayne and Vazquez
Montalba&n’s detective, Pepe Carvalho simultaneously
accept and resist the literary models set by such North
American authors as Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler
and Ross MacDonald. They embark, therefore, on a search
for literary self-identity that coincides with their
explorations of the identity of “modern” Mexico and

Spain.
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INTRODUCTION

This projéct presents a comparative study that
brings together two authors—-Paco Ignacio Taibo II and
Manuel VAzquez Montalbdn——from two specific political
contexts——post-1968 Mexico and post-Franco Spain—-who
both work in one specific genre—"“noir” detective
fiction. Although many scholars have addressed detective
fiction in Latin America or Spain, the uniqueness of this
project lies in its transatlantic study of “noir”
detective fiction in Mexico and Spain by Paco Ignacio
Taibo II and Manuel Vazquez Montalban. By analyzing the
motives and means by which these writers adopt and adapt
the North American hard-boiled model of detective
fiction, this study presents a global picture of the
political, social, economic and aesthetic processes that
foment the creation of a “noir” poetic.

Much like a detective’s investigation, this project
began with a series of questions including:

What are the social, historical and political
circumstances in which hard-boiled novels flourish? What
is the vision of society, Jjustice and morality conveyed
by the hard-boiled private eye? What social conditions
have inhibited the growth of these novels in Mexico and

Spain in the past? What has allowed their recent







development in these countries? How do these authors
issues of modernity and democracy as specifically Mexican
or Spanish phenomena? How do these authors and their
novels fit into discussions of “pop” literature,
postmodernism and discussions of genre categorization?
The answers to these questions reveal an intimate
connection between Paco Ignacio Taibo II and Manuel
Vazquez Montalban, both of whom intend to transcend “pop”

literature and mystery fiction categories. Both authors

manipulate the investigative nature of detective fiction
in order to observe and criticize their societies,
question the essence of a written text and doubt the
validity of genre hierarchies.

With the short story “Murders on the Rue Morgue,”
Edgar Allan Poe began in 1841 a literary genre known as
detective fiction that narrated the investigation and
solution of a crime through a central figure’s use of
logic and ratiocination. Popularized by Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle and later by Agatha Christie, the genre known as
the “whodunit” created logic puzzles that narrated the
sleuth’s accumulation of clues, discovery of the murderer
and the inevitable delivery of the guilty party to the
authorities. Evil, in these texts, exists as an external

entity that disrupts the social order which is ultimately

e e







restored by the discovery and expulsion of the villain.
Nevertheless, in the 1920s and 1930s, such North American
authors as Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler invented
a new type of detective fiction that rejected the
bourgeois tendencies of the “whodunit.” Articulating a
hard-edged realism, this model of detective fiction comes
to be known as the North American School of Hard-Boiled
Detective Fiction. Tough-guy loners like Sam Spade and

Philip Marlowe walk the mean streets of San Francisco and

Los Angeles favoring intuition over intellect and
cynicism over cold logic. The central figure is no
longer an aristocratic amateur sleuth but a professional
private eye who maintains strict loyalty to his client
and adheres to a personal code of morality. Often pitted
against corrupt police, greedy politicians, dangerous
gangsters and the decadent elite, hard-boiled detectives
understand and manifest the social crisis of the
Prohibition and Depression eras in the United States.

In both Mexico and Spain, many authors have adopted
and adapted the realist tendencies of hard-boiled
detective fiction to reflect the social crises of their
respective countries in a genre known as “novela negra.”
“Negra," in this sense, refers to the “noir” vision that

Permeates hard-boiled fiction in post-1968 Mexico and
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post-Franco Spain. Most prominently, Paco Ignacio Taibo
II, in Mexico, and Manuel Vazquez Montalbéan, in Spain,
appropriate the brutal realism of writers like Hammett
and Chandler in order to create “social chronicles” that
comment and criticize contemporary modernization and
development within specifically Mexican and Spanish
contexts. Through an investigative process, their
detectives—Héctor Belascoardn Shayne and Pepe Carvalho,
respectively——hunt for truth in societies where justice
is constantly subverted in favor of the interests of the
government, big business, and the ruling class. Whereas
the police uphold the established order through
repressive tactics, these detectives defend the poor,
underclass and dispossessed from victimization, co-
optation and deception.

Both Taibo and Vézquez Montalban, however, “use and
abuse” the generic conventions of hard-boiled fiction by
infusing the essential structure of an investigation with
self-referential irony, intertexuality, narrative
fragmentation, and juxtaposition of narrative voices.
Thus, while these texts portray contemporary social
processes, they also deconstruct their own written
nature, explore cultural codes, attack hierarchical

differences between “high” and “low” literature and blur







genre categorizations. These authors, in other words,
create novels that represent postmodern inquiries into
the ephemeral and subjective essence of “truth.” The
detective’s investigation, therefore, provides a means
for Taibo and Vdzquez Montalban to explore the nature of
their respective societies as well as examine the nature
of “truth” through metafictional innovation. In the
words of Marshall McLuhan, “The medium is the message”
(23) where the text not only explores a crime but also
questions itself, societal beliefs and literary
categories.

Although he emigrated to Mexico at age nine, Taibo’s
own heritage links him to Gijoén, Spain where he was born
and where each July he holds the “Semana Negra” (“Noir
Week”) that celebrates detective and crime fiction,
popular culture, politics and revolution. Vazquez
Montalb&n’s political interests have likewise linked him
to Mexico not only through his friendship with Taibo but
also through his defense of sub-comandante Marcos and the
EZLN'. Both Taibo and Vazquez Montalban view detective
fiction as a political tool that signals society’s

problems through the detective’s investigation yet, more

1 Vazquez Montalban recently published his interview with sub-
comandante Marcos in the Lancandén jungle of Chiapas in a February
1999 issue of El Pais.




importantly, utilizes the mass appeal of a popular genre
to communicate with a wide audience. Studying the novels
of Taibo and Vazquez Montalban together, one notes that
the notion they share of the “novela negra” genre only
links their artistic vision and also establishes
parallels between the political, economic and social
processes that give way to a “noir” poetic.

Chapter 1 will outline the atmosphere of social,
political and economic crises that plague Mexico and
Spain and frame the development of “novela negra” in
these countries. Within the socio-historical context
established in Chapter 1, then Chapter 2 effectively
deals with the emergence of the hard-boiled genre in the
literary landscape of Mexico and Spain specifically
addressing how Taibo and Vazquez Montalban appropriate
and violate its generic tenets of hard-boiled detective
fiction while simultaneously upholding its realist
tendencies. Chapter 3 focuses on the dystopic view of
Mexico City, Barcelona and Madrid that conveys
dissatisfaction with the modern urban identity of
contemporary Mexico and Spain and it addresses issues of
development and modernization in these countries.
Finally, Chapter 4 examines the interplay among memory,

history and truth on both individual and collective




levels as citizens struggle to reconcile a repressive

past with the ideals of a democratic present.




™"




CHAPTER I

Social Crisis, Modernization and the Emergence of the
“Novela Negra” in Mexico and Spain

The genre known as “noir” detective fiction arose in
the United States in the 1920s and 1930s, an era
dominated by chaos, uncertainty and doubt. “Noir”
detective fiction, also referred to as “hard-boiled”
detective fiction, utilized the figure of a morally
ambiguous, cynical, “tough-guy” sleuth to depict the dark
realism of a nation in crisis. Prohibition, gangsterism
the Stock Market Crash and the Great Depression revealed
a dark side to the project of modernity and instilled
skepticism in the democratic ideals upon which the United
States based itself. As a result, “noir” detective
fiction, established by such authors as Dashiell Hammett
and Raymond Chandler, portrays and criticizes a
capitalistic, urban and industrial nation dominated by
greed, corruption and lawlessness.

Similarly, over the last thirty years, “noir”
detective fiction has emerged in Mexico and Spain as a
means for social criticism in countries struggling to
understand their modern identity. Most prominently, Paco

Ignacio Taibo II and Manuel Vazquez Montalban have






adopted the North American genre to address the crises of
their respective countries. In their works, they question
the definition of a “modern” identity and the political,
cultural and economic development in post-1968 Mexico and
post-Franco Spain. Therefore, in order to understand the
reasons for the development of “noir” detective fiction
in Mexico and Spain, it is necessary to analyze the
crises that condition the historical moment and frame the
cultivation of this literary genre.

Both Mexico and Spain embody changing societies
laboring to reconcile a past of political repression,
almost 70 years of PRI (Partido Revolucionario
Institucional) domination in Mexico and 40 years of
Francoism in Spain, with the ideals of economic and
political modernization, neo-liberal capitalism, a world
market and a consumer culture. Over the course of the
twentieth century, both countries have attempted to
undergo a transition from closed, agrarian communities
dominated by an oligarchy of conservative elites to open,
urban and industrial nations characterized by democratic
freedom. Nevertheless, the censorship, violence and
political repression of the past have given way to

corruption and government fraud, gang violence, drug




addiction, unemployment and terrorism despite, or maybe
because of, the assimilation of the capitalist model.

It is important to note, however, that in spite of
all the similarities there are important differences
between Spain and Mexico. 1In the case of Spain, the
project of modernity2 has been intimately associated with
the internal tensions between the “two Spains”-—
conservative versus liberal elements—and the
incorporation of a new, democratic European identity.
Mexico, on the other hand, has struggled to reconcile the
First World model of the United States and a Third World
Latin American reality. The clash between the “modern”
and “pre-modern,” often with bloody consequences,
manifests the uncertainty and seeming incompatibility of
a capitalist economic model with a history of political
repression. Both Mexico and Spain, however, endeavor to
cope with a modern identity characterized by corruption,
violence, disorder and chaos in which a byproduct of
development is the victimization of the working
underclass, the dispossessed, the marginalized and, in

Mexico, the indigenous.

2 Modernity here corresponds to a project of political
democratization, technological advancement and social
secularization. The notion of modernity as a project is described
in Marshall Berman’s All That Is Solid Melts Into Air and Mateu
Calinescu’s Five Faces of Modernity.
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In this way, the social, political and economic
crises plaguing Mexico and Spain link directly to a
disillusionment with a modernity that brings economic
prosperity, though definitely not for all members of
society, at the price of authoritarianism,
marginalization and political repression. The trajectory
of these two countries in recent history represents a
quest for what both Raymond Carr, in Spain, and Enrique
Krauze, in Mexico, call a “democracy without adjectives”

(Carr 214) (Krauze, Por una democracia sin adjetivos).

As will be seen in Chapter 2, both Paco Ignacio Taibo II
and Manuel Vazquez Montalbdn analyze this quest and
confront the failures of the project of modernity in
their respective countries through the realism and
cynicism of “noir” detective fiction. The adventures of
their respective detectives testify to the promises and
failures of economic development in Mexico and Spain.

I. The Case of Mexico after 1968

Mexico’s journey toward modernity adheres to an
economic model that favors financial prosperity and
social stability at the expense of authoritarianism and
political repression. This model, evident in the years
previous to the Mexican Revolution during the

dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz, based itself on
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“exclusionary politics” that marginalized the poor,
landless peasants, working class and indigenous in favor
of the interests of the social elite. 1In this way, the
“Porfiriato,” as the dictatorship came to be known,
professed such liberal ideals as Progreso and Libertad
yet masked the means by which these ideals were to be
achieved. Diaz’s slogan “Pan y Palo” manifested the
dictator’s attitude toward the underclass in which reward
for hard work was tempered with physical violence—a

ruthlessness noted by Ronald Atkin in Revolution! Mexico

1910-20, “Diaz had created a machine which he oiled with
the blood of the underprivileged” (6).

Both Robert Quirk and Eric Wolf capture the
contradictions and double morality of the Porfiriato that
extol liberalism and economic development on one hand yet
expose disparaging inequalities among classes on the

other. In The Mexican Revolution: 1914-1915, Quirk notes

that despite the facade of prosperity due to a balanced
budget, dependence on the gold standard, and heavy
foreign investments, pre-Revolution Mexican society
advocated economic, racial and political subjugation of
the poor,

A balanced budget meant little to an

Indian agricultural worker whose standard
of living plummeted while the national
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income rose. Real wages were lower than
they had been a century earlier under

Spanish rule. [..] By 1910 less than five
per cent of Mexico’s population owned
almost all of the arable land. [..] In the

cities the industrial workers labored for
little pay under hazardous and unsanitary
conditions. Strikes were repressed by the
army with extreme brutality.

There was no semblance of popular
rule, as opposition parties had long been
discouraged, and voting procedures were
rigged to insure the election and re-
election of Diaz, his legislators, and his
state officials. [..] Among the members of
the middle and upper classes, Mexico’s
politically effective population, the
dictatorship found much support. The
positivists taught that the masses—more
than eighty per cent of the Mexicans were
illiterate—were not, perhaps would never
be capable of self-government. (2-3)

In much the same way, Eric Wolf notes the

disparities of the Porfiriato in Peasant Wars of the

Twentieth Century,

Under the dictatorship of Diaz Mexico
underwent profound change. During this
period, foreign capital investment in
Mexico greatly outpaced Mexican
investment. Concentrating first on the
construction of railroads and the mining
of precious ores, it began to flow
increasingly, after 1900, into the
production of raw materials: oil, copper,
tin, lead, rubber, coffee, and sisal. The
economy came to be dominated by a small
group of businessmen and financiers whose
decisions affected the welfare of the
entire country. Thus, in 1908, out of
sixty-six corporations involved in finance
and industry, thirty-six had common
directorates drawn from a group of

13






thirteen men; nineteen of the corporations
had more than one of the thirteen. During
the final decade of the nineteenth
century, the leaders of this new
controlling group formed a clique which
soon came to be known as the Cientificos.
Claiming to be scientific positivists,
they saw the future of Mexico in the
reduction and obliteration of the Indian
element, which they regarded as inferior
and hence incapable of development, and in
the furtherance of “white” control,
national or international. This was to be
accomplished through tying Mexico more
strongly to the “developed” industrial
nations, principally France, Germany, the
United States, and Britain. Development,
in their eyes, would thus derive from
abroad, either in the form of foreign
settlers or in the form of foreign
capital. (13-14)

Both Quirk’s and Wolf’s analysis of the economic,
social and political views of the Porfiriato resonate, as
will be seen, with the notions of development in Mexico
begun in the 1950s, with the “Milagro Mexicano,” and
continued through the technocracies of both the Salinas
de Gortari and Zedillo administrations. That is,
throughout the twentieth century, Mexico’s political and
social elite pursue the ideals of a globalized, consumer
economy while ignoring the elements that seem contrary to
a modern identity, specifically, the peasantry,
indigenous, and working class. The result is an uneven,
inconsistent and unrepresentative modernity based on the

exclusion of “pre-modern” sectors of society in order to

14




promote a development that benefits the upper classes.

Nestor Garcia Canclini, in Hybrid Cultures: Strategies

for Entering and Leaving Modernity, hints at the tension

between the “pre-modern” and the “modern” ultimately
leading to the marginalization of the former in a

consumer society,

From nineteenth-century liberalism to
developmentalism, modernizing ideologies
accentuated this Manichaean
compartimentalization by imagining that
modernization would end with traditional
forms of production, beliefs, and goods.
Myths would be replaced with scientific
knowledge, handicrafts by the expansion of
industry, books by audiovisual means of
communication. [..] Modernity, then, is a
mask. A simulacrum conjured up by the
elites and the state aparatuses, above all
those concerned with art and culture, but
which for that very reason makes them
unrepresentative and unrealistic. The
liberal oligarchies of the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth centuries
acted as if they constituted states, but
they only ordered some areas of society in
order to promote a subordinate and
inconsistent development; they acted as if
they formed national cultures, and they
barely constructed elite cultures, leaving
out enormous indigenous and peasant
populations, who manifest their exclusion
in a thousand revolts and in the migration
that is bringing ‘upheaval’ to the cities.
(3-7)

Mexico’s quest for modernity therefore has
continually failed because of the inability to reconcile

the “pre-modern” with the “modern.” Mexico’s internal
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development has always been synonymous with the desire to
purge the illiterate, impoverished peasant-indigenous
element stereotypically dependent on pre-Columbian myths
and superstition in order to forge an intellectual, First
World, urban global economy based on secular, scientific
rationalism. Nevertheless, the results of such a policy
have inevitably been vast poverty, a fragile economy,
government corruption, police violence and widespread
disillusionment with Mexican politics.

The so-called “Milagro Mexicano” describes the
economic prosperity derived from the PRI (Partido
Revolucionario Institucional) economic agenda immediately
after World War II. Begun under the ‘sexenio’ (six year
presidential term) of Miguel Alem&n (1946-52), Mexico
sought to strengthen the infrastructure and increase job
opportunities through such public works projects as the
construction of dams, renovation of highways, and the
improvement of communications networks. Growth of the
middle class, increased o0il production and high rates of
profit encouraged both foreign and domestic investments
which lead to improved trade relations and important
diplomatic ties with the United States. Perhaps most
indicative of Mexico’s vision during this time was the

construction of Ciudad Universitaria in 1952. Under the
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guidance of Juan O'Gorman3, architects like Félix Candela
and artists, like Diego Rivera and David Siquieros,
created the home of the UNAM (Universidad Nacional
Auténoma de México) as a testament to Mexico’s place
among the intellectual, cultural elite (Meyer, The Course
of Mexican History 640-650).

The projects of Alema&n’s sexenio continued in
subsequent administrations seemingly leading Mexico to a
modern, urban identity and entrance into the First World.
Under Adolfo Ruiz Cortines (1952-58) U.S. foreign
investments grew to include contributions from such
corporations as General Motors, Dow Chemical, Pepsi-Cola,
Coca-Cola, Colgate, Goodyear, John Deere, Ford, Proctor
and Gamble, and Sears. Later, Adolfo Lépez Mateos (1958-
1964) prompted the expansion of welfare projects, the
construction of low-cost housing projects and the
development of rural school systems in order to combat
illiteracy (Meyer 651-53). The internal renovation of
Mexico thus appeared to stimulate economic growth and
stability, link rural sectors with urban centers and

educate and support the peasant population.

® Juan O’Gorman was perhaps one of the most famous architects in

Mexico, born in 1905 he studied painting under Diego Rivera and
worked as a draughtsman and director of the Town Planning
Administration. His masterpieces include the UNAM campus as well as
his own home which was built into a cave of volcanic rock.

17







Nevertheless, as the Milagro Mexicano progressed
certain problems arose that revealed the shortcomings of
the PRI’s economic vision and fomented a growing sense of
discontent with Mexican politics that would eventually
explode in 1968 with the student movement in Mexico City.
Despite the modernizing projects of the 1950s and 1960s,
the majority of the economic changes served the interests
of a minor percentage of the Mexican population. In
spite of high profits and increased foreign investments,
wages for the working class and teachers’ salaries
continued to decrease, revealing a widening gap between
the consumer class and the working class (Meyer 645).
Also, a new, urbanized Mexico faced overcrowding and
poverty, job shortages, health risks, sanitation issues,
and pollution problems that had not been foreseen.

Contrary to the economic developments, the
perpetuation of a one-party system, which was a major
complaint of the Porfiriato, represented the essence of
“exclusionary politics” in Mexico. Dominated by
favoritism, “amiguismo,” bribery and corruption, Mexican
politics present a sharp contradiction to the supposed
democratic ideals of modernization. Pablo Gonzdlez

Casanova, in his 1965 book La democracia en México,

reveals a power structure underlying Mexican politics
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comprised of a few, integrated, mutually dependent
institutions and sectors of society that included: “a)
los caudillos y caciques regionales; b) el ejército, d)
el clero, e) los latifundistas y los empresarios
nacionales y extranjeros” (27).

Similar to the so-called ‘poderes facticos®’ in
Spain, as will be seen, these institutions guide the
direction of development in accordance with their self-
interests and by means of marginalization in what
Génzalez Casanova calls “el colonialismo interno” (62).
He defines marginalization as a political as well as
economic practice designed to deprive certain portions of
the population from power. Gonzalez Casanova continues:

El marginalismo, o la forma de estar
al margen del desarrollo de pais, el no
participar en el desarrollo econdmico,
social y cultural, el pertenecer al gran
sector de los que no tienen nada es
particularmente caracteristico de las
sociedades subdesarrolladas. No sélo
guardan éstas una muy desigual
distribucién de la riqueza, del ingreso,
de la cultura general y técnica, sino que
con frecuencia—como es el caso de México—
encierran dos o mas conglomerados socio-
culturales, uno super-participante y otro
super-marginal, uno dominante—llamese
espafiol, criollo o ladino—y otro dominado—
llémese nativo, indio o indigena. (62)

‘ The term “poderes facticos” will be discussed and defined on page

45.




Although the “Milagro Mexicano” projects the
appearance of a modern, urbanized and developing Mexico,
its accomplishments are based on political and economic
policies that favor the agenda of an elite oligarchy.
Mexican leaders espoused ‘modern’ economic philosophies
designed to stabilize Mexico through public works
projects and foreign investments yet their political
ideals revealed ‘pre-modern’ attitudes. Judith Alder
Hellman, in Mexico in Crisis, views Mexico’s government
as a totalitarian system under the guise of a liberal
democracy,

If it is not totalitarian, Mexico’s

government is a far cry from what we

understand to be a liberal democracy in

spite of the rhetoric and the laws on the

books. The Mexican Constitution provides

for the separation of power among three

branches of government, legal opposition

parties, independent organized interest

groups—-in short, most of the features

characteristic of a liberal democratic

system. This appearance is utterly

deceptive. (97)

Mexico, Gabriel Zaid states, presents a conflicting

duality that advocates economic change and development,
on one hand, yet upholds a centralist, pyramidist system

based on political repression on the other (9). 1In La

economia presidencial, he points out how Mexican

political leaders throughout the twentieth century have
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co-opted such notions as ‘progress’ in order to
legitimize their claim to power:

Paraddéjicamente, la sociedad moderna
progresa a través del espiritu critico, vy
asi regresa a una especie de clerecia
racional: 1la burocracia. El racionalismo
seculariza la sociedad y destruye el mito
legitimador del soberano por derecho
divino, pero crea un nuevo mito
legitimador: el soberano racional, que en
vez de representar la voluntad del Logos
divino, es el mandatario hipostatico del
Logos racional: el progreso, la historia,
la voluntad popular. La razén que da
derecho al soberano racional legitima el
despotismo ilustrado, el ascenso de los
universitarios al poder y la burocracia
moderna: el despotismo impersonal del
poder impune, cuyos dictados no son
responsabilidad de nadie, no entienden de
razones y nadie puede parar. Asi,
desaparece la arbitrariedad aplastante del
soberano personal, pero se pone en marcha
la aplanadora del organismo impersonal.
Asi aparecen los organisaurios del siglo
XX: los nuevos monstruos leviatanes,
duerios de vidas y haciendas, en nombre
colectivo. (156)

This unquestionable authority of a centralized
government led Mexican university students to seek new
ways of conceiving and understanding politics in the late
1960s. The 1968 student movement in Mexico manifested
the frustration and alienation of Mexican youths under a
self-serving, self-perpetuating political system.
Although it began with a dispute between two rival

schools, the student movement united various sectors of
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Mexican society—-including women, the working class, and
peasants as well as students—-to defy the power
structure’s authority in Mexico. Influenced by the mass
movements in France, Italy and the United States in 1968,
Mexicans questioned the hegemony of the State and
advocated democratic changes that recognized Mexico’s
social pluralism. The student movement defied the moral
legitimacy as well as the political authority of the PRI
by proposing a list of ‘points’ that sought to dissolve
the repressive elements of the Mexican government and
uphold democratic ideals (Ramirez 27).

After his imprisonment, José Revueltas revealed in a
letter to Martin Dorzal the essence of the student
movement that defies the institutions of repression in
Mexico. The movement, he states, was not directed
against individuals but rather denounced the mechanisms
of power and violence,

Estamos en contra de esa esencia, esa
institucidén fisica, legal, y moral que se
llama policia, y que fisicamente nos
tortura y nos golpea, no por accidente,
sino porque en golpear y torturar radica
su esencia, su esencia moral y legal. [..]
Estamos contra el Presidente, pero no
contra ese sefior de nombre Gustavo Diaz
Ordaz, sino contra lo que representa como
poder irresponsable, que no responde ante
nadie de sus actos, que pasa por encima de

los ordenamientos legales y que se rodea
de un aparato de engafio social, de
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sumisién y de lisonja con el que ha
Ferminado por pervertir al pueblo entero.
Estos son apenas unos ejemplos de lo que
encierra y presupone nuestro Movimiento
(191-2).

Nevertheless, the call for a more representative,
democratic government fell on the deaf ears of the
Mexican establishment. The reaction of the Diaz Ordaz
regime to the student movement would simultaneously
uphold Mexico’s tradition of anti-democratic repression
as well as violently rip off the mask of Mexican
politics. As Mexico City prepared for the Olympics,
impatience with the student movement grew among the PRI
leaders who wished to maintain the ‘simulacrum’ of
democracy for an international audience. However, the
resistance of the Diaz Ordaz administration culminated
with the Massacre of the Plaza de Tlatelolco (also known
as the Plaza de las Tres Culturas) on October 2, 1968.
With the deaths of an estimated 800 people—-despite
official numbers ranging between 38 and 58—-the student
movement came to an abrupt end yet exposed the repressive
nature of Mexican politics through this tragic climax
(Parra 169). Although the student movement failed to
achieve its short-term goals, the ramifications of 1968

produced rippling effects in the political, economic,

social and literary realms of Mexican life. As both
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Gilabert and Guevara Niebla note, the student movement
opened a space for the masses to intervene in political
processes and forever tarnished the PRI’s legitimacy.

In La democracia en la calle, Gilberto Guevara

Niebla asserts that the utopian ideology of 1968 inserted
into Mexico a new need to question authority. The student
protests and their violent end brought a demythification
of PRI power:

El movimiento estudiantil de 1968
cuestiondé la absurda concentracién de
poder en la figura presidencial (el
presidencialismo); criticdé y ayudd a
desmitificar la imagen del partido
revolucionario institucional (PRI);
desnudé al poder legislativo como una
institucidén desnaturalizada y esclavizada
a los dictados del ejecutivo; puso en
evidencia al aspecto despdtico y
antidemocratico de un sistema politico en
donde las relaciones entre gobernantes y
gobernados se hallaban mediadas por el
principio de autoridad; reveld el
contenido mistificador de consignas
oficiales como la unidad nacional, la
estabilidad, el progreso, etc. Con el
solo hecho de la conquista de la calle o
con la mera circunstancia de haber logrado
cristalizar como un gran movimiento de
masas, el movimiento de 1968 contribuyd a
derribar el mito de la invulnerabilidad
del poder y abrid cauces a nuevas formas
politicas de oposicién. (47)

As a result, the Massacre of the Plaza de Tlatelolco
represents the beginning of the end of the ‘Milagro

Mexicano,’ unleashing a downward spiral of economic,
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political, social and even ecological crises. During the
two subsequent administrations—-Luis Echeverria (1970-76)
and José Loépez Portillo (1976-82)—-the Mexican economy
disintegrated under the pressure of a growing external
debt, out of control inflation and constant capital
flight due to repetitive devaluations of the peso. These
twelve years became known as the “Docena tragica”
ironically echoing the ten-day siege that virtually
destroyed Mexico City in February 1913 known as the
“Decena tragica.” Mexico, however, depended on vast oil
reserves discovered in Tabasco, Chiapas and the Gulf of
Mexico to avert impending economic doom. Nevertheless,
when petroleum prices collapsed in 1982, the value of the
peso plunged as well creating widespread panic, leaving
no means for Mexico to repay its foreign debt and
officially signifying the onset of “La Crisis.”

During the Miguel de la Madrid sexenio (1982-88),
unemployment, inflation and debt compounded with such
political corruption scandals as Jorge Diaz Serrano,
former PEMEX director, and Arturo Durazno Moreno, former
chief of Mexico City police, heightened the
disillusionment and alienation among Mexico’s population
(Morris 93). Mexico, however, plummeted deeper into

crisis on September 19, 1985 when an earthquake decimated
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portions of Mexico City, killing an estimated 8000 people
and leaving damages in excess of $4 billion (Meyer,
Michael 688).

Nevertheless, Carlos Salinas de Gortari, with his
victory of the 1988 elections (amid widespread rumors of
fraud), proposed a new economic strategy led by a series
of technocrats educated in American universities.
Graduates of such universities as MIT, Harvard, Yale and
Princeton, Salinas and his cabinet members formed what
Enrique Krauze calls the “Ivy League Administration”

(Krauze, La presidencia imperial 419). Inspired by the

expropriation enterprises of Spain’s socialist
government5 led by Felipe Gonzadlez, Mexico’s leaders
bought unproductive businesses and re-sold them to
private interests. Enrique Krauze explains the precepts

of these policies in La Presidencia Imperial, “La norma

era comprar——con dinero que no pasaba por el presupuesto—
-empresas quebradas de la iniciativa privada. La solucién
no era invertir en ellas: la solucién era quebrarlas o

venderlas a la iniciativa privada” (426-7).

> Perhaps the most infamous expropriation in Spain was that of the

Grupo Rumasa, a large holding company bought, broken up and sold by
the Gonzdlez Administration in 1983. For a complete history see
Enrique Diaz Gonz&lez’s Rumasa (Planeta 1983).
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What is more, as part of this economic model,
Salinas sought to revive the Mexican economy by
integrating it with that of the United States in the
trade agreement known as NAFTA (North American Free Trade
Agreement) in English and TLC (Tratado de Libre Comercio)
in Spanish. Nevertheless, despite its neo-liberal
economic ideals, Salinas’s administration adhered
strictly to the political practices that marginalized
those who were unable to participate in a global economy.
While seemingly faithful to modern economic practices,
the Mexican government, once again, depends on
authoritarian practices to serve the interests of the
social elite. Lorenzo Meyer captures the contradiction
between the ‘modern’ and ‘pre-modern’ ideologies of
Mexico’s system in the title of his book Liberalismo
autoritario in which he states:

Los tecnécratas decidieron que el camino
adecuado era una modernizacién selectiva:
transformar la economia, pero preservar y
usar a fondo los instrumentos politicos
heredados: autoritarios, antidemocraticos
y premodernos. [..] Este cambio afecté
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