MONU(}:’IENTS
PROGRESS

Modernization and Public Health
in Mexico City, 1876-1910

Claudia Agostoni



Monuments of Progress



=it 524

I =
Latin American and Caribbean Serles »
e b

Waking the Dictator
Veracruz, the Struggle for Federalism, and the Mexican Revolution, 1870—-1927
Karl B. Koth

The Spirit of Hidalgo

The Mexican Revolution in Coahuila
Suzanne B. Pasztor

Co-published with Michigan State University Press

Clerical Ideology in a Revolutionary Age

The Guadalajara Church and the Idea of the Mexican Nation, 1788—1853
Brian E Connaughton, translated by Mark Alan Healey

Co-published with University of Colorado Press

Monuments of Progress

Modernization and Public Health in Mexico City, 1876-1910
Claudia Agostoni

Co-published with University Press of Colorado

and Instituto de Investigaciones Historicas, UNAM

Latin American and Caribbean
Christon L. Archer, general editor

University of Calgary Press is pleased to be the publisher of a series that
sheds light on historical and cultural topics in Latin America and the
Caribbean. Works that challenge the canon in history, literature, and
postcolonial studies in this area of the world make this series the only one
of its kind in Canada.This series brings to print cutting-edge studies and
research that redefine our understanding of historical and current issues in
Latin America and the Caribbean.



MONUOI:IENTS
PROGRESS

Modernization and Public Health in Mexico City, 1876-1910

by Claudia Agostoni

University of Calgary Press
University Press of Colorado
Instituto de Investigaciones Histéricas, UNAM



© 2003 Claudia Agostoni. All rights reserved.

University of Calgary Press University Press of Colorado Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México
2500 University Drive NW 5589 Arapahoe Ave. Instituto de Investigaciones Historicas

Calgary, Alberta Boulder, CO 80303 Ciudad Universitaria

Canada T2N 1N4 US.A. 04510 México D.F

www.uofcpress.com www.upcolorado.com www.unam.mx/iih

National Library of Canada Cataloguing in Publication Data

Agostoni, Claudia.
Monuments of progress : modernization and public health in Mexico City,
1876-1910 / by Claudia Agostoni.

(Latin American and Caribbean series, ISSN 1498-2366 ; 4)
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 1-55238-094-7 (bound) University of Calgary Press
ISBN 1-55238-103-X (pbk.) University of Calgary Press
ISBN 0-87081-733-7 (bound) University Press of Colorado
ISBN 0-87081-734-5 (pbk.) University Press of Colorado

1. Sanitary engineering—Mexico—Mexico City—History.
2. Public health—Mexico—Mexico City—History.

3. Monuments—Mexico—Mexico City—History.

4. Mexico City (Mexico—History. L. Title. II. Series.

TD29.M49A36 2003 363.72°0972°53 C2003-910002-2

I+l We acknowledge the financial support of the Government of Canada
a a through the Book Publishing Industry Development Program (BPIDP)
for our publishing activities.

% The Canada Council for the Arts

A Le Conseil des Arts du Canada

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in
any form or by any means, without the prior written consent of the publisher or a licence

from The Canadian Copyright Licensing Agency (Access Copyright). For an Access Copyright
licence, visit www.accesscopyright.ca or call toll free to 1-800-893-5777.

Printed and bound in Canada by Friesens.
©9This book is printed on acid-free paper.

Page, cover design, and typesetting by Kristina Schuring.



To Andrea and Ricardo






P

Contents

List of Illustrations
List of Tables
Acknowledgments
Introduction

1 Urban Ideas and Projects for Mexico City:
The Late Eighteenth Century
Urban Space and Public Health
The Unsanitary City
Viceroy Revillagigedo and Urban Sanitation

2 The Control of the Environment
The Community of Hygienists
The Contradictory Proofs of Progress and the City
Dangerous Elements
Elements of a Healthy City

3 The Expansion and Diagnosis of the City
The Expansion of the City
The Superior Sanitation Council and the Sanitary Code
The Memoirs of the Sanitary Inspectors
The Diagnoses of the City

4  The Modern City
Towards the Secular City
The Image of the Modern City
Monuments and the 1877 Decree
Cuauhtémoc
Ahuitzotl and Itzcdatl
Benito Juarez and Independence
Monumental Space and Cleanliness

ix
1X

xi1

A\ = =

14

23
23
26
31
38

45
45

64
65

77
78
81
90
97
100
104
110

Vii



vii

P

5 The Conquest of Water
The Problem: Water
The Drainage System
The Sewage System
Hygiene in the Centennial Celebrations and
the Porfirian Inheritance

Epilogue
Notes
Bibliography
Index

115
117
122
130

143

155
159
195
217



Monuments of Progress

SANR A

S

P

Ilustrations

José Maria Velasco,View of the Valley of Mexico

from the Hill of Santa Isabel, 1877 89
Monument to Cuauhtémoc, 1901 101
Indio Verde on the Calzada de laViga, 1907 102
Monument to Benito Juarez, 1911 107
Monument to Independence 109
Map of the Lakes in the Valley of Mexico, of the

Gran Canal and of the Tunnel of the Desagtie 121
The Gran Canal of Desagiie, 1900 129
The Tunnel of Tequixquiac, 1900 140

Tables
Expansion of Mexico City, 1858-1910 46
Mexico City’s population by cuartel according
to the 1890 census 61

Number of premature deaths in Mexico City, 190009 67

Public works undertaken by the government contracted
with foreign capital, 1877-1910 86

Public works undertaken directly by the government,

1877-1910 87



Acknowledgments

n writing this book I have become indebted to many people.

William Rowe encouraged me to write and supervised the

King’s College London Ph.D. dissertation where the origins
of this book are to be found. The enthusiasm of Solange Alberro,
William Beezley, Alberto del Castillo, Charles Hale, Humberto
Muiioz, Manuel Perlé, Antonio Santoyo, Elisa Speckman, Anne
Staples and Guy Thomson, was a crucial stimulus for carrying
out further research.

At the Instituto de Investigaciones Historicas of the Universidad
Nacional Autébnoma de México, I have greatly benefited from the
support, and keen interest in my work, from Gisela Von Wobeser
and Virginia Guedea. My gratitude also goes to the members
of the Seminario de Historia Social y Cultural de la Salud en
Meéxico (siglos XVIII-XX), with whom I had to opportunity to
present and discuss some of the ideas that this book examines.

I also wish to thank the directors and staff at the following
libraries and archives: the Archivo Fotogrifico of the Instituto de
Investigaciones Estéticas of the Universidad Nacional Auténoma
de México, the Archivo Historico del Agua (Mexico), the Archivo
Historico de la Ciudad de México, the Archivo Historico de
la Facultad de Medicina (Mexico), the Archivo Historico de la
Secretaria de Salud (Mexico), the Biblioteca Nacional (Mexico),
the Biblioteca Nicolas Leén (Mexico), El Colegio de México,
the Institute of Latin American Studies Library (London), the
Science Museum Archive (London), the Fototeca Nacional del
Instituto Nacional de Antropologia ¢ Historia (Mexico), and



Monuments of Progress

the Wellcome Library for the History and Understanding of
Medicine (London). My research was funded in part by Mexico’s
Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnologia and by the University
of London, and I am deeply grateful to these institutions.

Portions of chapters 2, 4 and 5 were summarized and included
in a different form in the following works: “Salud publica y con-
trol social en la ciudad de México a fines del siglo diecinueve,”
Historia y grafia 17 (2001): 73-97; “Mexican Hygienists and the
Political and Economic Elite during the Porfirio Diaz Regime.
The Case of Mexico City (1876-1910),” in Les Hygiénistes,
enjeux, modeles et pratiques, sous la direction de Patrice Bourdelais
(Paris: Editions Belin, 2001): 193-210; “Sanitation and Public
Works in Late Nineteenth Century Mexico City,” Quipu. Revista
Latinoamericana de Historia de las Ciencias y la Tecnologia 12, no. 2
(May—August 1999): 187-201.

I also wish to thank the anonymous reviewers of the University
of Calgary Press who read the manuscript closely and made many
important critiques and suggestions, and Anna Reid and Alex
Larrondo for their invaluable help during the final revision of
the manuscript. Finally, I thank Ricardo Salles for his love and
support, and Lucille and Giorgio for their kindness and encour-
agement every step of the way.

Xi



Xii

Introduction

which is the time of the governments of General Porfirio

Diaz (1876—80, 1884—1911) and of General Manuel
Gonzalez (1880—-84), has been a topic of study for more than
a century. Numerous books, articles and theses have dealt with
the issues of state formation and finance, foreign investment,
industrialization, agriculture, rural conditions, and the causes
and events which led to the 1910 Revolution. This book does
not explore any of the issues mentioned above. It concentrates,
rather, on particular questions of the environment and public
health in Mexico City during the Porfiriato, when the city had
less than half'a million inhabitants and when the excess of water
was regarded as perhaps the most threatening factor to public
health and to the very existence of the capital.

The objective of this study is to analyze and discuss why the
construction of public works (the drainage system and historical
monuments) embodied materially and symbolically the confi-
dence of an era of “order” and “progress” in a context of a
largely non-modern society, and why it was thought that the
construction of public works would transtorm the city into a
health-giving environment.

During the final decades of the nineteenth century, Mexico
City was considered as the most unsanitary place in the world,
and this image contrasted sharply with the achievements which
statistics ably displayed in the sectors of industry, mines, and com-
merce. According to the Porfirian elite, the city had two major

r I \he period in Mexican history known as the Porfiriato,
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problems which affected the health of its inhabitants and which
threatened its existence: one was the lack of an effective drainage
system both in the valley of Mexico and beneath the city, which
led to recurrent floods and disease; and the other was the poor
hygienic practices among the urban population. This study will
therefore explore how public health officials, sanitary engineers
and the state intervened in the elaboration of urban projects
designed to sanitize the city and to make it conform to the idea
that the nation was on the path of progress.

However, the origin of many of the policies dictated during the
Porfiriato with the aim of transforming the city’s image and sani-
tary conditions can be traced back to the late eighteenth century,
when a critical perception of the city permeated both policies and
programs. Therefore, the reasons why the image of the ideal and
hygienic city of the late nineteenth century owed a great deal to
the Bourbon precedent will also be examined.

The late nineteenth century governing elite attempted to
modify the visual aspect and sanitary conditions of the city, and
the motives guiding the projects that altered some areas of the
capital did not stem solely from the desire to embellish it. To con-
sider that as the guiding element of the discourse of the Porfirian
city is far too simplistic. As we shall see, the desire to alter the
physiognomy and functioning of the city became a crucial factor
in the symbolic legitimation of the Porfirian state, a process that
took place at a time during which the capital was reasserting its
supremacy over the entire valley of Mexico and the rest of the
nation. The fact that a large percentage of national resources, for-
eign loans and investment were directed towards the city’s public
works, buildings and historical monuments was congruent with
the centralization of economic and political power by the execu-
tive branch of government located in the capital. The objective
was to make evident, visible and palpable a modern, efficient form
of power, to foreigners and nationals alike.

Regarding the construction of public works, and in particular
the drainage system, this book will attempt to answer the follow-
ing questions: Why did the construction of the drainage system
become an unavoidable requirement for ordering the urban land-
scape? What effect would the benefits of this public work have on
the visual aspect of the city? How did the altering of the urban
landscape below lead to its transformation above ground? What
would the implications of this public work be on sanitary condi-
tions? In addition, this book will examine why the construction

Xii
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of the drainage system symbolized the technical, scientific and
administrative capacity of a generation of Mexicans who for the
first time in the history of the city were able to place under con-
trol the menacing natural environment.

The control of the environment, it was thought, would lead to
a significant decrease in the high incidence of premature death
and disease. One of the prevailing notions of disease causation —
the environmentalist theory of disease — forms part of the expla-
nation. Disease, it was argued by many physicians and hygienists,
lay in miasmas, in poisonous atmospheric exhalations given off
by putrefying carcasses, food and faeces, waterlogged soil, rotting
vegetable remains, and other filth in the surroundings. Bad envi-
ronments, therefore, generated bad air (signalled by stenches),
which, in turn, triggered disease. This conception of the etiology
of disease began to be challenged during the 1860s and 1870s,
and was gradually discredited when the germ theory of disease,
developed by the French chemist Louis Pasteur and the German
physician Robert Koch, acquired the status of a scientific truth.
It is of crucial importance for this study to stress that the break-
throughs in the medical sciences did not immediately cause the
dismissal of the miasmatic theory, and that the longstanding view
that the environment could cause disease lingered. Therefore, to
clean up the environment was not only essential for public health,
but also fundamental for the image of the city that the Porfirian
elite wished to display.

Public health officials, engineers, and the state bureaucracy all
believed that the drainage system was one of the key components
that would effectively transform the city. A deodorized, ordered
and clean environment became a recurrent motif in the discourse
of the modern city elaborated at the time. However, it was also
argued that certain social habits and practices of the city dwellers
had to change, and therefore public health policies became moral
and educational issues.

Within the multiple strategies aimed at attaining a clean and
deodorized city, public health officials and hygienists made cru-
cial readings or diagnoses of the urban landscape. The capital
city was transformed into a huge laboratory wherein men of
science could investigate, dissect and analyze the multiple mala-
dies that afflicted the core of the country. The members of the
Superior Sanitation Council (SSC) carried out detailed studies of
the unsanitary urban space. Incorporating geography, geology, his-
tory, hygiene and economics, and backed by statistics, the sanitary
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inspectors used the survey techniques of engineers to assess the
spatial distribution of disease. These diagnoses of the urban envi-
ronment, together with the advice and recommendations they
prescribed, played a key role in the attempt to reshape the city and
the health-endangering social practices of its inhabitants.

The study of public health policy in Mexico City during the
Porfiriato uncovers the increasing bureaucratic organization and
regulation of society, and reveals the linkage between the scien-
tific discourses of the medical profession and the bureaucratic
centralization of state power. Health policies became an extension
of the executive power, and the vigorous pursuit of moderniza-
tion was marked by the erection of barriers and exclusions that
stigmatized parts of the urban population as dangerous and vice-
ridden. Providing a solution to health problems required state
intervention in the form of public works and education.

The construction of the drainage system was not the only
requirement for the image of the city. The Paseo de la Reforma
— built during the French empire (1864—67) — became the axis
for the public display of the Porfirian state, and an official ver-
sion of history was erected upon it through the construction of
historical monuments. Therefore, this study will also examine why
the outer surface of the city became the material and symbolic
representation of the Porfiriato’s achievements. To carry out this
task I will not only analyze why it was held that monuments
were elements that would give the city a truly metropolitan
atmosphere, but also why they symbolized the centralization of
political and economic decision-making. I shall try to show how
each unveiling and inaugural feast became a celebration of the
order and progress made possible by the Diaz government. The
historical monuments erected during the Porfiriato reasserted the
centralization of power in the capital, presented an official version
of history, and transformed the urban landscape above ground,
creating boundaries and allegorical landmarks within the city that
persist to this day.

The study is composed of five chapters. The first chapter is a
historical study which aims at assessing some of the proposals for
cleaning up the capital and changing its image during eras pre-
vious to the Porfiriato. It tries to show that the origins of the
projects that attempted to alter the city’s physiognomy and overall
functioning predated the 1870s, and that an important impulse
for transforming the city emerged during the late colonial period,
more precisely during the viceroyalty of the Segundo Conde de

X
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Revillagigedo (1789-94). The chapter examines several key texts
of late colonial Mexico City, some of the activities carried out
by Viceroy Revillagigedo, and underlines why public health came
to be considered a crucial element for the benefit and well-being
of the entire society. The impact and force of the Enlightenment
reforms was such that they continued to guide many of the
projects and proposals that emerged during the course of the
nineteenth century, when unprecedented attention was given to
the health of the populations and to sanitary reform.

The second chapter explores in detail why, during the late
nineteenth century, the geographical location of the city was
thought to be a menace for public health, why the capital was
prone to suffer from periodic floods, and why the control of water
became an unavoidable task for the city’s authorities. Physicians
and the governing elite believed hat there had to be a correspon-
dence between the progress being achieved — which statistics
displayed — and the image of the city. Thus, the environmental
elements considered as threatening to health and to the image
of the modern city will be identified by looking at diverse texts
written during the period by politicians, public health officials
and engineers.

Chapter 3 briefly outlines the different phases of urban growth
between 1856 and 1910. The focus will be on 1880-1910, years
during which the capital grew at an unprecedented pace. It will
become apparent that the expansion of the city was neither
planned nor supervised, and that it led to the creation of major
spatial divisions along social lines. The city became increasingly
perceived as formed by two exclusive and distinct entities. The
sanitary inspectors of the Superior Sanitation Council maintained
that the urban expansion had led to the construction of a modern
and hygienic city, but that the health of the entire population
was threatened due to the presence of large areas defined as foul-
smelling, overcrowded and dangerous. I shall analyze how the
sanitary inspectors read the city and how they elaborated detailed
diagnoses or medical topographies of the capital. This chapter will
also show that the measures put forward to solve its unsanitary
conditions embraced not only technical, scientific and adminis-
trative aspects, but that they included the inculcation of hygienic
practices among the urban population.

Chapter 4 examines some of the architectural innovations of
the years 1876 to 1910, and discusses why it was argued that a
deodorized and hygienic city had to coexist with a monumental
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one. Thus, why the erection of monuments was fundamental for
the image of city, and why each inauguration became a public
manifestation of the centralization of political and economic
power in the capital, are issues that will also be explored. At this
stage, a further important aspect of the monumental endeavour
will also be examined, namely, why the pre-Hispanic past was uti-
lized in national and international settings to promote the stability
and progress of the nation.

The last chapter will explore why the construction and com-
pletion of the drainage system for the city and valley of Mexico
was regarded as the most important public work ever undertaken
at the time, and why it was argued that the accomplishment of
this secular enterprise had been possible thanks to both the tech-
nological advances of the time and the personal commitment of
Porfirio Diaz. The chapter also explores why it was hoped that the
city was to become, at last, a clean, odour-free urban space, and
would no longer suffer from the periodic floods that invaded it,
causing the overflow of its sewers, polluting the atmosphere and
causing illness and death. Thus, via the construction of a monu-
mental public work, the city would possess, after a long struggle,
a healthy and modern environment that previous generations had
failed to promote.

Wi






Urban Ideas and
Projects for Mexico City

The Late Eighteenth Century

Urban Space and Public Health

n 8 March 1868, Mexico City’s Municipal Council
Oapproved a proposal to build a statue to honour the

work carried out on behalf of the city by “the best ruler
New Spain ever had.” The Segundo Conde de Revillagigedo,
Don Juan Vicente Giiémez, Viceroy of New Spain from 17
October 1789 until 11 July 1794, became identified in the course
of the nineteenth century as the man who had accomplished
during his brief administration what no other government had
achieved: the transformation of the appearance, functioning and
sanitary conditions of the city. The arguments for erecting his
statue in the avenue named after him stated that it was the duty
of the people and of the individual to honour the memory of a
benefactor, and Mexico had to fulfill that duty:

The time has come for the Capital to honor the immense debt of
gratitude it has to the ruler that provided Mexico with so many
benefits during his brief administration ... Mexico, the capital of
one of the most democratic nations of the American continent,
remembers that it owes its splendor to that Viceroy and wishes to
pay that debt of gratitude and justice.?

The immense debt of gratitude that the capitalinos owed to
Revillagigedo was twofold: first, on account of his efforts to
transform the city between 1789 and 1794, and second, on



Chapter One

account of the impact of his urban projects upon subsequent
governments of Mexico City. Some of the proposals aimed
at transforming the urban environment during the late eigh-
teenth century put forward by Viceroy Revillagigedo, by the
Regent of the Audiencia, Baltasar Ladron de Guevara, and by
the lawyer Hipdlito Villarroel, emerged at a time when the city
had become increasingly identified as a place of filth and dis-
ease, and when Enlightenment ideas of rational reform, educa-
tion, orderliness and empirical analysis were maintaining that
humans had the power to change the environment and reform
society, as expressed by Condorcet in his Esquisse d’un tableau his-
torique des progrés de esprit humain (1795).> Given the confidence
in man’s capacity to alter the environment, and given that the
city was increasingly regarded as a dangerous place, the vigi-
lance and regulation of the following elements was believed to
be of the utmost importance for public health: air, water, rest
and passions, as well as food and drink.

Viceroy Revillagigedo’s urban projects for Mexico City were
without doubt influenced by two interrelated factors. One was
the urban plans and projects proposed by Charles III for Spain,
and in particular for Madrid since 1761, and the other was
the impact that Enlightenment ideas had on the conception of
urban space, when elements such as beauty, symmetry and func-
tionality were of paramount importance.* During the reign of
Charles III (1759-88), a new style of government was imposed
both in Spain and in New Spain, as the Bourbon monarchy
began to implement a new set of ideas that corresponded with a
critical and rational attitude towards the arts, science, philoso-
phy and the conception of the state. The main objectives of the
Bourbon monarchy were to restore the authority of the Crown
and to help Spain to regain its former prosperity. To further
these ends, the Bourbon monarchy tightened clerical disci-
pline, emphasized its authority over the church, attacked the
privileges of the nobility and the guilds, and enacted adminis-
trative, fiscal and industrial reforms that were held to be crucial
for Mexico City.” This new type of government, commonly
referred to as Enlightened Despotism, conceived of the state as
administrator and regulator whose task was to ensure the well-
being of all — or the common or public good — guided by
education and orderliness. The aspect I wish to emphasize is
that at the time, the idea of good government or policia implied
the subordination of private or individual interests to those
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of society as a whole. The Bourbon state justified its unprec-
edented intervention “by claiming to act in the interest of
‘the public’, a concept foreign to previous regimes,”® and
during Revillagigedo’s administration, issues relating to public
health became fundamental to the Enlightenment ideal of good
administration and government.

Public health, which essentially means communal actions
taken to avoid disease and other threats to the health and welfare
of individuals and the community at large, has been throughout
history one of the major preoccupation’s of social life.” Its areas
of concern have included and still include, among others, “the
control of transmissible diseases, the control and improvement
of the physical environment (sanitation), the provision of water
and food in good quality and in sufficient supply, the provision
of medical care and the relief of disability and destitution.”®
However, when referring to public health issues, the prevailing
medical ideas must not be overlooked, because current notions
of medicine have always been a major determining factor in all
health policies. When sickness was ascribed to gods or spirits,
then prayers, ceremonies and sacrifices were required for heal-
ing. When it was believed that most diseases had their origin
in and were spread by infested airs — miasmas — that emerged
from rotting vegetables, tainted water and human waste, what
predominated was the urge to clean the environment, a practice
which intensified during times of crisis, such as when epidemics
occurred.” The association of environmental elements with dis-
ease and epidemic outbreaks had by the late eighteenth century
a very long tradition, one which dated back to classical writings
such as Airs, Waters, Places (c. fifth century BC), attributed to
Hippocrates and part of the Hippocratic Corpus, and Galen’s
(AD 126-216) Hygiene."” The environmental explanation of dis-
ease stressed the need to prevent contact with miasmas and
to prevent the inhalation of miasmatic exhalations. The word
miasma — which derived from the Greek word for stain or pol-
lution — was at the heart of the miasmatic theory of disease,
which argued that epidemic outbreaks of infectious diseases were
caused by the pathological state of the atmosphere. According to
this theory, a particular atmospheric state could “produce certain
diseases capable of spreading for the duration of that particular
combination of circumstances.”'" In Mexico City, the prevailing
medical belief about the origin and spread of disease, in particu-
lar epidemic diseases, during the late eighteenth century was
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that they were the outcome of the infection of the air and water
by atmospheric pollution, dirt and filth — or miasmas — but
epidemics were also understood as resulting from moral and reli-
gious failures.'”” Therefore prayer, special religious processions,
quarantines and measures to keep the city clean were the meth-
ods used to combat the devastating impact of epidemics.

The stress placed on ordering and cleaning the city during the
late eighteenth century assumed a causal relationship between
the environment and disease. Because stagnant water and foul
odours were regarded as factors responsible for disease, it was
thought that they should be removed from populated areas.
According to Roy Porter, from the Enlightenment to the mid-
nineteenth century, “smell featured crucially in the leading
theories of life and disease ... Stench was, in fact, disease.”!?
During Revillagigedo’s administration, two types of public
health measures predominated in Mexico City: emergency mea-
sures aimed at restraining the impact of epidemics, and specific
measures, laws and regulations concerning the removal of offen-
sive trades and cleaning the city." But the main objective of
public health policy was the prevention of epidemics and/or the
diminution of their impact. Thus, if the miasmatic exhalations
were dispersed by air currents, causing the infection of the air,
water and any object in contact with them, the scope of public
health policy embraced the entire city.” It is therefore not sur-
prising to find that attempts to clean it and clear it of anything
that obstructed the free circulation of all elements within it rap-
idly multiplied. In order to modify the unsanitary conditions
of a city, what was required was to introduce specific urban
legislation that embraced most social activities, such as the func-
tioning and location of public markets and graveyards, as well as
to introduce laws aimed at limiting or ordering the free circula-
tion of people, animals and goods within the city or, as Corbin
has stated, “the aim was to develop a fully coherent strategy.”'®
Thus, at the same time as this heightened sensitivity to foul
odours and sites of accumulation and putrefaction was surfacing,
public health became a key to the idea of good administration
and government."”

Donald Cooper has shown that between 1761 and 1813
Mexico City suffered from the impact of five serious epidemics:
in 1761-62 typhus and smallpox; in 1779-80 smallpox; between
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1784—87 several epidemic diseases and famine; in 1797-98
smallpox; in 1813 typhus. Among them they claimed at least
fifty thousand lives."” Cooper has also shown that during the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the practice of medi-
cine was not centred around a particular orthodoxy, and that
there was no single predominant way of restoring health. Public
health was the concern of different and often competing author-
ities, and a variety of healing procedures and rituals existed,
including magic, prayers, bloodletting, purging, the use of plants
and herbs, as well as the attempt to prevent the creation of sites
of stagnation."

In Mexico City, public health issues were the concern of the
Municipal Council, the Royal Medical Board, established by
Royal Decree in 1646,%" the Viceroy, the High Court and the
Church. The Municipal Council was the chief authority, and
all its actions had some connection, direct or indirect, with the
health and well-being of the citizenry. Three of its main areas
of concern were municipal sanitation, water supply and health
menaces generated by the inadequate and poorly located cem-
eteries. The Royal Medical Board was the body responsible
for maintaining high professional standards within the medical
profession, and examined prospective physicians, surgeons, phar-
macists and phlebotomists.?' It also inspected pharmacies and
licensed pharmacists, and was often consulted by the Viceroy in
matters relating to medicine and public health. The Church’s
involvement was very important because of its traditional con-
trol of hospitals and cemeteries and because of the spiritual
power it exercised over the population. And it was precisely
at times of crisis, as when epidemics threatened society, that
these diverse authorities worked or attempted to work in a
coordinated way, and emergency measures were implemented.
The emergency measures included the creation of temporary
hospitals, the organization of special religious processions, the
allocation of additional funds for food and medicine, lighting
bonfires to purify the air, and having the church bells rung at
night to reassure the public. In addition, during times of crisis
the city was divided into special districts to facilitate the search
for people who were sick and to make sure they were placed in
emergency or provisional treatment hospitals, or in cemeteries if

they had already died.*




Chapter One

P

The Unsanitary City

During the late eighteenth century, the city became increas-
ingly identified as a place of filth and disease, while the rational-
ism of the Enlightenment perceived the ideal city as organized
in accordance with criteria of centrality, symmetry, uniformity
and perspective;* it should possess specially designated sites for
each activity, and its water and air had to be continually moving
to prevent the much-feared miasmatic exhalations. Some trades,
in particular those that polluted the air and gave off bad odours
or miasmas, such as tanneries, had to be removed from pop-
ulated areas, as did cemeteries, hospitals, public markets and
butcher’s shops. A city’s streets should be wide and adequately
paved, its fountains and aqueducts well maintained, and any ele-
ment within the city that did not contribute to the free circu-
lation of people, goods and/or air had to be modified.** The
free or unobstructed circulation of all elements within the city
would help to diminish the creation of places of stagnation and
accumulation. This idea had important implications for both
urban planning and public health and was praised as fundamen-
tal to the benefit and good government of New Spain.>

Many of the directives that guided the urban reforms
attempted in Mexico City during the late eighteenth century
emerged at a time when the functioning of the city was linked to
the functioning of the human body. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie
has shown that during the course of the eighteenth century
a new way of looking at the city emerged in France, a gaze
inspired by medicine which imagined the city as having inter-
nal organs — a heart, arteries, veins and circulation, as well as
excretions.”® Thus, for the vision of the city-as-organism, the
term “functionality” — popularized at the time in the social and
political sciences — was of particular importance. In 1770, the
term “functionality” was first used in France to refer to the phys-
iology of urban space, and implied that it was essential for the
city to possess freedom of movement, or an efficient and unob-
structed circulation of all elements within it, be they people,
goods, vehicles, air and/or water.?” And because the city was lik-
ened to a human body, it could also suffer from disease, and so it
did. A number of urban diseases gained prominence among city
observers, and these were not confined to public health issues,
but also included questions of social disorder. Thus, poverty, dis-
ease, prostitution, overcrowding and air pollution were among
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the so-called “urban pathologies.” For instance, in 1769, Jacques-
Vincent Delacroix spoke of the city of Paris as a huge cancer
that fed off rural areas; Jean-Jacques Rousseau emphasized the
importance of fresh air, simple food and rural simplicity; he
viewed cities as unhealthy and stated that “les villes sont le gouf-
fre de 'espece humaine.” And Louis-Sébastien Mercier, in his
detailed studies of Paris, the Tableau de Paris (ca. 1789), con-
demned the foul and infectious air the urban population was
forced to breathe, the tainted water that ran along the Seine, the
adulterated foodstuffs for sale, as well as the dangers posed by
cemeteries to the well-being of the urban population.?®

This new way of looking at the city can be seen in some of the
literary representations of Mexico City during the last decades
of the eighteenth century. According to Jerome Monnet, in
the numerous chronicles written about the city, from Francisco
Cervantes de Salazar’s Segundo Dialogo of 1554, up to the Breve
Compendiosa Narracion de la Ciudad de México written in 1778 by
Juan de Viera, the city had been continually praised for its order
and beauty, and the same views on the city had been transmit-
ted from generation to generation, despite epidemics, economic
crises, population movements and natural disasters.?” For more
than two centuries, little or nothing had been said in criticism
of its unsanitary conditions and its problems. However, during
the 1780s, the city ceased to be described as comfortable and
beautiful, as an example to follow or as a model in itself. Instead,
disorder, foul odours, dirt and anarchy prevailed in a space that
for centuries had been described and defined as just the opposite.
What took place during the final decades of the eighteenth cen-
tury was a revolution, and within a very short span of time the
inversion of values was complete.”

This new perspective on the city can be discerned in the
Discurso sobre la Policia de México; reflexiones y apuntes sobre varios
objetos que interesan la salud piiblica y la policia particular de esta ciudad
de México, si se adaptasen las providencias o remedios correspondientes,
written in 1788 by the Regent of the Audiencia, Baltasar Ladron
de Guevara (1726-1804).°! This work pinpoints and criticizes
the city’s unsanitary conditions and proposes measures to solve
many of its problems, conveying to the reader a model of the
ideal city by stressing its negative elements. It is important
to note that the Discurso was not an isolated work. In 1785,
Hipolito Villarroel wrote Enfermedades politicas que padece la capi-
tal de esta Nueva Espaiia en casi todos los cuerpos de que se compone
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y remedios que se la deben aplicar para su curacion si se quiere que sea
util al Rey y al piiblico, and Francisco Sedano wrote Noticias de
Meéxico between 1789 and 1798, leaving an image of the city in
which what predominated was filth and stench.”® The spirit of
optimism and the exaltation of the marvels found in the capital
of New Spain that had prevailed since the sixteenth century was
definitively broken.

The image of the city conveyed by Ladron de Guevara was
dominated by ideas of functionality, systematization of space
and good sanitary conditions. The Discurso was written both to
inspire and to coincide with many of the activities and urban
policies dictated by Viceroy Revillagigedo between 1789 and
1794. It was dated 24 November 1788, and covered all aspects
of urban life, such as the administration of the city, its public
services, the economy and land tenure. One of the main issues it
explored was the unsanitary conditions in the city, and it is pre-
cisely this aspect that gives coherence to the entire text. Ladrén
de Guevara firmly believed that the city had to be thoroughly
reorganized, that the result would be beneficial to all the urban
population, and that only then would the city have a good gov-
ernment or policia. Ladréon de Guevara made detailed studies of
the city and he, along with José Antonio de Alzate, was com-
missioned by Viceroy Martin de Mayorga (1779-83) to make
proposals for the improvement of the administration of the capi-
tal of New Spain.

Throughout the eighteenth century, attempts were made to
reorganize the city into territorial administrative units (as hap-
pened in 1713, 1720 and 1750), and in 1782, Guevara’s proposal
to subdivide the city into eight wards (cuarteles mayores) — and
each of them into four minor wards (cuarteles menores) — was
implemented. This reform of urban space meant that the entire
city was to be continuously supervised by the newly appointed
alcaldes de barrio, or ward chiefs. The task of the thirty-two ward
chiefs was to assure security, cleanliness and order, to ensure
that the people dedicated themselves to their tasks both day
and night, and to guarantee that justice was present at all times
to prevent vice, apply immediate punishments and maintain
good political order.”> When Ladrén de Guevara explained
how he had conceived the idea of dividing the city into territo-
rial administrative units, he said that it had been done on the
basis of his knowledge of the city, gained by regularly walking
the streets.™
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The city as described in the Discurso must be considered the
result of the strong empirical and classificatory tradition of the
Enlightenment, and proof of this is that the author carefully ana-
lyzed the conditions found in the city’s streets and homes; the
methods used to dispose of all types of refuse; and the effi-
ciency of the city’s sewers, public markets, parks, fountains,
abattoirs, among many other sites. He repeatedly stressed the
positive impact of the urban reforms experienced in Madrid
during the reign of Charles III, and firmly believed that this
example could be followed in New Spain. When referring to
Madrid, he argued that “from being one the dirtiest [cities] in
Europe before Charles I1II, it is today one of the cleanest.”” The
model of the well-administered and stench-free city looked to
the major European cities of the time for guidance and exam-
ple. Madrid was one of them; other cities named by the author
were Venice and London. However, during the 1780s most
European cities were far from ordered, but the discourse of the
Enlightenment stressed that they should be completely reorga-
nized and their unsanitary conditions improved.*

The thorough reorganization and good government of the
city was not only important for the economy of Spain and New
Spain, but would be in the interest of the common or public
good. It was crucial for each activity to have a specific site,
and for the urban population to learn to respect the differenti-
ated use of public space. For instance, the widespread practice of
selling all sorts of food throughout the city was said to be inap-
propriate, hindering the free circulation of people and goods, as
well as being an insult to the senses of sight and smell. Guevara
argued that this practice had to be prohibited and that food
should only be allowed to be sold in designated areas.”” Thus,
as in Madrid, the city had to be thoroughly cleansed, its streets
cleared of all obstructions, and the urban population discour-
aged from throwing everything onto communal ground.*

The dirtiness of the city was not only viewed as a threat to
public health, but also led to an unpleasant perception of the city,
causing annoyance to the senses of sight and smell, and giving rise
to problems of circulation within the city. Ladrén de Guevara
argued that it was important to encourage a change in the day-
to-day activities of the population, implying that issues relating
to public health had a direct impact on private life. It was not
enough to have specific public services, such as an efficient system
of waste collection and disposal; the inhabitants had to change
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their habits and their attitude towards litter and waste, and refrain
from littering the streets, canals or public fountains.

Guevara was particularly keen on recommending that streets
be adequately paved. Paved streets were not only important in
easing the circulation of people and goods within the city; they
were also pleasant to look at.”” Above all, they were a means
of sealing off the filth of the soil or the noisomeness of under-
ground water.*” Another reason why it became increasingly
important to have paved streets was that by the mid-eighteenth
century many of the lakes within the valley, and indeed the lake
that still surrounded parts of the city, Lake Mexico, had suf-
fered from an accelerated process of desiccation due to drainage
works. This had led to an increase in the terrestrial circulation of
people and goods, and to a growing number of horses and mules
in the city. The traditional means of transport — small boats and
canoes along the lakes and canals — had become increasingly
restricted to limited areas of the city and to specific seasons of
the year. The best time of the year to “navigate” within the city
was during the rainy season, when the canals had enough water
and allowed movement.! However, when the inefficient sewers
overflowed, or when the water from Lake Texcoco invaded the
city, the unpaved streets became rivers of mud, and the miasmas
emanating from the environment infected the air, constituting a
serious health hazard. Thus water was another key issue explored
in the Discurso, in particular the foul-smelling water in canals,
public fountains and aqueducts. Ladrén de Guevara argued that
all canals and public fountains should be kept meticulously
clean, and that specific laws be applied to keep them that way
throughout the year. Public fountains were one of the main
sources of water for the inhabitants, but they were more often
than not dirty and smelly, and people used them for all kinds
of activities, such as washing clothes, bathing and drinking,
regardless of the fact that this water was thought to be a source
of disease.* The canals (acequias) in the city were also sources
of great disgust and embarrassment, in particular the acequia real,
which ran right next to the Palace, the home of the Viceroy.*
Because it was believed that stagnant courses of water, often
clogged with fetid materials, polluted the air and led to putrid
fevers, the government, in 1787, “ordered that a large section
of the canal in the center of the city be closed to canoe traffic
because the stench of these interior canals ... carries a very grave
threat of pest.”*
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Ladrén de Guevara was not only concerned about the mias-
matic emanations arising from the city’s streets, fountains and
canals. He also considered the structure of all buildings in the
city. All buildings and homes should have a visual consistency
or uniformity of style, height and building materials, as well as
similar windows and balconies, and should be numbered con-
secutively and adopt the same typography, as had been done in
Madrid, with large, clear and legible numbers.*> The Discurso
recommended avoiding constructing tall buildings because they
blocked the light from the shorter ones around them, and
because they hindered the free circulation of air. Numerous
green areas with many trees and plenty of public parks should be
built, and as many streets as possible should be lined with trees
of equal height.** The urban concepts expressed in the Discurso
emphasized the need to have a linear, symmetrical, uniform and
unobstructed city; a city that allowed the free circulation or
movement of all elements within it and wherein each activity
had a designated site so that proper order and policia would ben-
efit everyone.

Ladrén de Guevara’s detailed analysis of the city during the
last decades of the eighteenth century was not, as mentioned
earlier, an isolated work. Hipolito Villarroel, who described
himself as “a friend of truth and an enemy of disorder,” likened
New Spain, in his book Enfermedades politicas, to a living body
that required a detailed analysis of all of its organs in order
to restore it to a healthy condition.”” Although the author
acknowledged that throughout the colonial period there had
been numerous attempts to solve many of its problems, they had
always failed, and the capital of the New World suffered from a
serious pathological state.*®

Villarroel used medical discourse as an allegorical and moral
interpretation of the functioning of New Spain, and the human
body became the framework for his analysis of society. By
making a detailed analysis of each of its parts, he localized
sources of disease in the justice system and in the textile industry,
as well as in religious festivals and in the Alameda. Bullfights, the
consumption of pulque and other alcoholic beverages, the numer-
ous public markets, the tobacco factory and wet-nurses, as well
as the Viceroy and the Indians, were thoroughly examined. His
dissection of New Spain did not favour the end of Spanish rule;
on the contrary, his prescriptions called for a thorough reorgani-
zation of the functioning of the colonial authorities, and for the
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application of force if necessary in the attempt to prevent social
disorders. His main objective was to describe solutions which
would ensure that all in New Spain would work towards the
benefit of the Crown, and not for the fulfillment of self-interest
or personal wealth. The King, the Viceroy and the Church were
held to be responsible for watching over the diseased state and
taking the appropriate measures to root out disorder, the mode
of treatment being both moral and physical. He noted that the
laws that called for proper administration were not enforced; that
the clergy accumulated vast amounts of wealth to the detriment
of towns and smaller cities; and that in the city disorder and
confusion reigned: “That this capital is only a city because of its
name, in reality it is a hamlet, or a mob conformed by an infinite
number of peoples where confusion and disorder reign.”*

Among the remedies that would heal New Spain, Villarroel
argued that it was imperative that the dictates of the King were
properly followed, and one of the obstacles to this was the great
number of issues that continually made demands on the Viceroy,
leaving him with neither the time nor the energy to monitor the
effectiveness of the edicts and laws. The viceroys, he believed,
suffered from “the illness of Ahitera or indigestion that is rarely
cured; if the patient does not observe a method or if he is not
administered a cathartic, the bad humors will not be released.”>"
His prescription for purging the waste products that cause dis-
ease is a clear appeal to the medical tradition dating from Galen,
in the second century AD, that maintained that man was in
good health when his body, its parts and humours were in equi-
librium, and that one of the methods to restore health was by
purging.”' Villarroel urged the Viceroy to surround himself with
competent people capable of dealing with voluminous issues of
minor importance (a modern bureaucracy), so that both his time
and energy could be fully devoted to the government of New
Spain. Another major source of disease was identified in the
legal system, described as swollen by a huge number of lawyers
who were more concerned with having a comfortable position
than with dispensing justice, which should be carried out effi-
ciently, properly and by competent individuals. A phenomenon
harshly criticized in Enfermedades politicas was the luxurious and
ostentatious lifestyle enjoyed by many within the city. Villarroel
argued that the yearning of the inhabitants for an unnecessarily
luxurious and superfluous lifestyle was the result of the influence
of French ideas, and that it had to end.>?
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With regard to the city, Villarroel argued that it was in abso-
lute chaos, it was the “cloaca of the universe,” inhabited by an
“insolent, barbarous, vice-ridden populace.” The filth of the
city had it submerged in an “abyss of dirt and ignorance,” and its
streets and canals “exhale a pestilent stench, harmful to health.”*
Those features were aggravated by the circulation of more than
637 vehicles which caused accidents and deaths, destroyed the
pavement (where it existed), and fouled the areas along which
they passed. In addition, many vehicles constituted an ostenta-
tious display of wealth and were used with that sole purpose
in mind. The numerous laws and edicts that specified that the
city had to be cleansed and that all its streets should be paved
were not implemented. Those with the responsibility for doing
so were never fined or punished for neglecting their duties.

The population of the city, according to Villarroel, was
120,000. Of that figure, he classified forty thousand as parasites
and criminals: people with no work, no permanent occupation
or home. Most of them, he argued, did not even belong to the
city, were from other parts of the colonial domain and came in
search of work.” The way to free the city from parasites and
criminals was to force them to go back to their place of origin,
and to build a wall around the city to prevent their future entry.
He also thought it was essential to carry out a detailed census
of the urban population so that the authorities would know not
only how many people lived in the city, but also what occupa-
tion they had. Thus it would be possible to identify vagrants.®
He also argued that the great majority of the urban population
led an immoral life, were drunk, behaved like animals and
lacked culture and education. He was particularly opposed to
the disorders that accompanied the religious celebrations and
feast days that proliferated throughout the year, such as Easter,
the day of the Dead and the day of the Virgin Mary, and argued
that such religious festivities led to all sorts of profanities and
immoral actions, to alcoholism and to numerous sins.?” To alco-
holism, in particular the widespread use and abuse of pulque, he
devoted five sections of the book, urging that it was necessary
to extirpate the drunkenness and the “infinite sins and faults
that represent an offense to God and to man.”® The remedies
that Villarroel wished to enforce in the city called for a constant
supervision of all activities taking place within it; and order,
cleanliness and hard work had to be firmly imposed. An effi-
cient and good administration and an urban population that
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worked, prayed and behaved would guarantee peace, tranquility
and harmony among its dwellers, as well as cleanliness through-
out the city.”

The image of the city that had to be attained was one where
order and cleanliness prevailed, a city that would be inhabited by
an industrious, law-abiding, religious population, all of whom
worked towards the common good of New Spain and respected
the authority of the Viceroy and the Church. The city had to
cease being the “cloaca of the universe,” and the primacy of
New Spain regained. Viceroy Revillagigedo’s urban proposals
attempted to resolve many of the issues set forth by Ladrén de
Guevara and by Villarroel. The following section will examine
how the proper organization and cleanliness of the city became
a key issue in urban administration between 1789 and 1794.

Viceroy Revillagigedo and Urban Sanitation

The Segundo Conde de Revillagigedo arrived as Viceroy to
New Spain on 17 October 1789, and aimed to carry out most
of the recommendations and proposals that Guevara set forth
in his Discurso. When he arrived, the city had numerous beauti-
ful buildings and churches, and the concentration and display
of wealth in the central district was evident. In addition, it was
thought that “the noble and Imperial City of Mexico” could
compete with any ancient city of the world, be it “Thebes or
Rome.” This optimism, which emphasized the city’s wealth,
architecture, beauty and diversity, was completely contradicted
by the writings of both Ladrén de Guevara and Villarroel.
Revillagigedo also thought that the city was in need of a thor-
ough overhaul.

However, Viceroy Revillagigedo was neither the first nor
the only person to attempt to transform the city during the
second half of the eighteenth century. Viceroys Carlos Francisco
de Croix (1766—71) and Antonio Maria de Bucareli y Ursua
(1771=79) had also tried to find solutions to many of the city’s
problems, for example, by protecting the city from the floods that
continually threatened it by investing resources in the drainage
of Huchuetoca; by adopting a new system for paving the city’s
streets introduced from France in 1770; and by giving special
attention to areas thought to be among the main sources of dis-
ease. Viceroy Croix issued in 1769 a “comprehensive edict which
addressed itself in great detail to the extremely important object
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of general cleanliness,” and argued that epidemics and other dis-
eases would persist if the inhabitants continued with the practice
of dumping everything into the streets, canals and plazas.”
When Revillagigedo arrived in New Spain, the city had
numerous public works, such as aqueducts and roads, all of vital
importance to the health and general well-being of the popu-
lation, but they were all badly maintained. For instance, the
interior drainage system of the city was totally inadequate, and
only partial solutions had been found to the chronic threat of
floods. In addition, public services, the collection of garbage and
refuse and the maintenance of cemeteries were all inadequate,
and private sanitary facilities were practically non-existent. “In
such an unfavorable physical environment the people were
prime targets for the filth-begotten disease such as typhus.”®?
Revillagigedo thought that the recurrent epidemics and the
high mortality rates were partly the consequence of the failure
of previous administrations to implement good public works
and to enforce the laws and regulations enacted to keep the
city clean.”” Revillagigedo was also critical of previous admin-
istrators of the city and of the fact that the specific laws were
neither respected nor carried out. His wide-ranging activities
and concerns with respect to public health and sanitation can be
appreciated in the Instruccion Reservada he left to his successor,
the Marqués de Branciforte,** in the Compendio de providencias
de policia del Segundo Conde de Revillagigedo, and throughout the
legislation passed during his administration. In the Instruccién, he
clearly outlined the specific causes he thought were responsible
for epidemics: “the failure to locate cemeteries safely beyond
populated areas,” — (indeed, many corpses were inadequately
buried at the entrance of the Cathedral and inside churches);®
“the reuse of clothing that had been taken from the sick and the
dead” (as second-hand clothes were sold or given to the poor);
“the unrestrained wanderings of cows, hogs, and other animals,
through the streets of the city, the practice of the poor of going
about naked, or nearly so, and the scant respect for hygiene
both in public places and in private homes.”® In the face of
such a chaotic situation, Revillagigedo’s recommendations were
extraordinarily wide-ranging, and included the cleansing and
paving of streets and plazas; illuminating dark and dangerous
areas; reorganizing the police force; building gardens and parks;
extending the supply of water; and draining all areas saturated
with water, as well as organizing an efficient system of waste
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collection and disposal, among many other issues.”” It was also
during Revillagigedo’s administration that the first population
census of Mexico City and of New Spain was carried out,
representing a clear response to the empirical tradition of the
Enlightenment. The Censo de Revillagigedo, as it is now known,
established that for the year 1790-91 the city had 112,926 inhab-
itants.®®

Revillagigedo attempted to establish permanent measures that
would keep the city in a satisfactory sanitary condition at all
times, and not only during periods of epidemic. This was because
matters relating to public health were taken to be related to the
larger political issue of good government. For instance, in 1790,
Revillagigedo issued a law made up of fourteen sections. Each
section detailed the obligations, rights, restrictions and time by
which each person responsible for cleaning the city was bound.
It also established fixed days and hours for the collection of litter
and disposal of human waste by special vehicles commissioned
for this purpose.” All homes had to have cesspools (comiin), so
that at night, the special vehicles could also clear them. In order
to avoid their stagnation and the resulting miasmas, it was forbid-
den to foul the water of the canals that ran through various parts
of the city. The inhabitants of the city not only had to comply
with the dictates of urban hygiene or sanitary reform, but were
also subject to a law which prohibited them from being in spe-
cific areas of the city unless fully dressed.”

The emphasis was on making the city a functional space, in
that public space had traditionally been — and still was — a site
where many different activities took place simultaneously. For
instance, during Revillagigedo’s administration, public markets
ceased to be unregulated, and some were placed for the first time
in specific designated areas. According to Francisco Sedano,
the Plaza Mayor before Revillagigedo’s administration had been
occupied by a public market and butchers’ shops, and there had
been a cemetery at the entrance to the Cathedral. The Plaza
Mayor was completely disorganized, full of street vendors, litter,
mud, with no order whatsoever.”! Taking advantage of the fes-
tivities that took place in 1789, from 27 to 28 December, to
commemorate the beginning of the reign of Charles IV, Viceroy
Revillagigedo ordered that the Plaza Mayor be cleared of all
commerce and people, as was usual during important celebra-
tions. However, a law was then issued which stated that none
of the previous activities would be allowed back in that space.
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All commercial activities were relocated to the purposely-built
market in the Plaza del Factor and to the market of the Plaza del
Volador, the fountain and gallows disappeared, and the ground
was completely paved.”

What was attempted during the final years of the eighteenth
century was the creation of an unobstructed circulation of air,
people and goods in the city. Only when this free circulation
was achieved would the city become a beautiful and comfort-
able site and benefit the public good and public order. What was
attempted was to create an urban environment that would dis-
play the rational organization of public space, and to imbue the
poor with new habits of tidiness and industry.”> A central feature
of the urban renovation campaigns was cleanliness. However,
it is important to point out that during the course of the final
decades of the eighteenth century, cleanliness referred not only
to the removal of dirt. Cleanliness was above all related to
movement and the avoidance of stagnation.”* A clean city was
one that allowed its water and air to circulate freely, and the
movement of these elements was regarded as crucial in the
struggle against disease. Therefore, areas where there was an
accumulation of litter, waste, water and/or decomposing matter
were considered sources of miasmas, and hence of disease and,
in the worst cases, of epidemics. The primary goal was to ensure
the evacuation of rubbish.”” And just as public markets became
identified as possible agents of disease unless adequately super-
vised and organized, stagnant water within the city, be it that
of canals, aqueducts, fountains, sewers or that of Lake Texcoco,
became identified as real threats to the good order and policy of
New Spain, and as issues of public health. The objective was to
ensure that all water was in continuous movement, to avoid the
creation of marshes and swamps, and to take all tainted water
and litter out of and far from populated areas.

Revillagigedo’s ideas for ordering the city and thus allowing
an unobstructed circulation of all elements within it were cru-
cial in terms of public health and the prevailing notions about
the causes of disease, but also with respect to the aesthetic
appearance of the city. The convergence of these issues can be
seen in the 1794 map of the city drawn by the master builder
of the city, architect Ignacio Castera, the Plano ignogrdfico de la
ciudad de México que demuestra el reglamento general de sus calles, asi
para la comodidad y hermosura, como para la correccién y extirpacion
de las maldades que hay en sus barrios, por la infinidad de sitios
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escondidos, callejones sin transito, ruinas de paredones ..., It was
defined by Francisco de la Maza as the first attempt to organize
the future growth of the city, as well as representing the emer-
gence of modern urbanism in Mexico.” This map emphasized
the lengthening and straightening of streets that, it was hoped,
would cross the entire city, from the Plaza Mayor to the edges or
indigenous wards. Long and unobstructed streets would allow
the circulation of people, goods and air as well as the construc-
tion of consecutively numbered houses and buildings. The map
also delineated the sites where public works such as pavements,
aqueducts, canals and underground pipelines had to be buil,
what direction they had to take and what had been achieved up
to that point.

The city was envisaged with a perfectly symmetrical square
layout, with four plazas at each extreme, all having the same
dimensions and distance between them. Beyond the plazas, the
entire city was to be surrounded by an open ditch, or Acequia
Maestra, whose purpose would be to collect rainwater, and
water from the interior canals and the sewers. The aesthetic
ideas of Castera’s project corresponded to an urban concept
dominated by the ideas of symmetry, straight lines and move-
ment. Thus, issues relating to aesthetic sensitivity and public
health converged. However, despite the efforts and plans for the
city during the late eighteenth century, the urban reforms sup-
ported by Revillagigedo enjoyed only partial success, and he
faced considerable opposition to many of his plans due to the
financial costs involved, and owing to the ideological imposi-
tion they represented.

After the end of Revillagigedos’s term in office, on 9 January
1795, Mexico City’s Municipal Council issued a formal com-
plaint against him, and he was charged with offences that
included “having improperly ordered the arrangement of the
city markets, naming the streets and numbering the houses,
and of establishing various new public fountains.””” He was also
found responsible for the inadequacy of the sewage system built
during his administration, which according to the Municipal
Council led to the floods of 1793 and 1794, but the Council of
Indies declared that all the charges against Revillagigedo were
untrue.”” However, it must be stressed that the significance of
the numerous laws, projects and proposals introduced during the
government of Revillagigedo rests on the influence they had on
subsequent Mexico City administrations well into the nineteenth
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century.”” This can be seen throughout the nineteenth century,
when he was continuously named and remembered as the “best”
viceroy New Spain had ever had. Also, during the mid-nine-
teenth century, it was widely believed that the most important
and transcendental proposals for the city, in particular those
that were directly related to public health, had been those of
the late eighteenth century.®® The proposal to build a statue
of Revillagigedo in 1868 to commemorate his works for the
city also reflects this view, and one of the major objectives
embraced by the Porfirian administration a hundred years after
Revillagigedo was to transform the city into a well-organized,
hygienic and prosperous world capital.

Although in the late nineteenth century the idea of trans-
forming the physical environment was a crucial component of
Mexico City’s urban policy, and although it was no longer the
Enlightenment idea of the public good or of good government
and administration which guided the reforms, many of the objec-
tives set down during the late eighteenth century were only
accomplished during the final decades of the nineteenth century.

After Mexico’s independence from Spain in 1821, the new
nation’s lack of economic and political stability hampered the
enactment of comprehensive and far-reaching policies.” Public
health policies remained limited to ad hoc municipal measures
in response to emergencies, and long-term institutional develop-
ment was sporadic and ineftective. Furthermore, many measures
implemented during the late eighteenth century were reinforced
— by either liberals or conservatives — well into the nineteenth
century.*” For instance, in 1824, José Mendivil, governor of
the Federal District, issued a Bando de policia y buen gobierno
that was more than reminiscent of the sanitary dispositions of
Revillagigedo. This law placed particular emphasis on estab-
lishing penalties to sanction anyone found to be fouling public
areas, fountains, aqueducts, and any other site, while men and
women were ordered to maintain in good order the fronts of
their houses and were prohibited from selling food and clothes
in the city’s streets.” However, those measures proved ineffi-
cient when Asiatic cholera reached Mexico through the port of
Tampico in 1833, a date that was particularly critical for the new
nation. * The country was in the midst of political upheavals
and armed conflicts that emanated from the liberal reforms that
Vice-President Valentin Gomez Farias and the radical deputies
to the national Congress attempted to introduce with the aim
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of transforming the relationship between church and state. And
while conservatives and the Church blamed the liberal reforms
for the appearance of cholera, fourteen thousand people died in
Mexico City due to the epidemic outbreak.* The tensions and
conflicts between central state intervention and federal autonomy,
and those that emerged between the liberal reformers, conser-
vatives and the power and influence of the Church in matters
relative to the control of burying grounds, hospitals and health
policies, remained largely unresolved until the late 1860s.%

However, it was precisely during the cholera years®” that
the concepts of labour, disease and dirt began to have inter-
changeable meanings, and when an intolerance towards dirt led
European social theorists to fashion a “religion of hygiene.” *
A country capable of equipping itself against epidemics had to
rely on social and individual hygiene, and sanitary reform and
hygienic education gradually became two of the most important
political obligations of the state.

The disastrous consequences for human life and to inter-
national commerce that followed upon the cholera epidemics
prompted European nations to hold the first Sanitary Conference
in 1851.*” Paris hosted the first of ten such conferences that
took place during the course of the nineteenth century, and
public health, hygiene and sanitation became increasingly pre-
sented as indispensable requirements for protecting the people
against their own imprudence and as crucial for the progress and
civilization of a nation. In those international settings, diverse
physicians, administrators, politicians and industrialists of both
Europe and the American continent emphasized that all coun-
tries should adopt a general sanitary administration, and that
international organization and co-operation was paramount to
the advance of science, to commerce and to health.

Although it was only during the final decades of the nine-
teenth century that the first comprehensive health policy was
established and directed by the Mexican state, during the 1830s
and 1840s important developments prefigured the more inter-
ventionist role that the state was to adopt in health issues. Medical
education, research and the practice of medicine became increas-
ingly state-regulated as of 1831, when the Royal Medical Board
was suppressed by president and physician Anastasio Bustamante,
and its place occupied by the Medical Faculty of the Federal
District (Facultad Médica del Distrito Federal). Three years
later, the Medical Science Establishment (Establecimiento de
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Ciencias Médicas) was created with the exclusive right to oversee
medical education and public sanitation.” In addition, medical
associations and societies flourished from the 1830s onwards,
and medical and scientific journals appeared, wherein the most
important breakthroughs in the medical sciences were made
public.”’ However, the most far-reaching law for the purpose of
medical study and for public health policy was issued in 1841.%

On 4 January of that year, the Superior Sanitation Council
of the Department of Mexico was created, all of whose mem-
bers were directly appointed by the government. Its obligations
included the supervision of medical education and the practice
of medicine, and it was to work with the Municipal Council in
all matters relative to public health and sanitation.”” But above
all, it had the task of creating a Sanitary Code. Nonetheless,
the constant climate of political instability, the scant resources
destined for medical education, research and public health, and
the foreign interventions to which the country was subject, ren-
dered this task impossible until 1891.

By the late nineteenth century, public health was regarded
as an indispensable requirement for the material progress of all
nations, and important breakthroughs in the medical sciences
had gradually led to a new understanding of the origin and pre-
vention of disease and to the acceptance of the germ theory
of disease causation. In Mexico, as in other countries, the new
scientific information on the germ theory did not immediately
displace older notions of disease causation. It took much discus-
sion, controversy and deliberation before the germ theory of
disease ascended to the privileged status of a “scientific truth,”
and Mexican physicians and public health officials during the
Porfiriato considered a thorough sanitary reform to be essential.

By the late 1870s, public health had become an institutional-
ized branch of government, and the state’s involvement was not
limited to times of crisis. Mexico City had become the centre
of education and research facilities as well as the focal point of
research undertaken by public health officials, engineers, archi-
tects, land surveyors, and in particular of work carried out
by the Superior Sanitation Council. As dirt, stagnant water,
inadequate sewers and disease were identified, solutions were
recommended, and sometimes effective action followed.

The threats posed to public health during the Porfiriato were
identified in two areas in particular, one being the environment,
and the other being society. The environmental threats were
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located in the city’s inefficient drainage system, which led to
regular flooding, stagnant water and bad odours, and in the use
of Lake Texcoco as the final destination of all the city’s sewage.
The social threat was pinned on the urban poor, and it was held
that because they were filthy and poor they could cause disease.
Public health officials believed there was a connection between
the moral and the material. If material improvements were effi-
ciently carried out — and they were there to make sure this
was the case — then the standards of living would improve.
What was also required was to teach the poor the principles
of public and private hygiene, which involved moral reform.
Public health officials often explained society as a “social organ-
ism,” and argued that the only possible way of studying it was
through the application of scientific principles. These scientific
principles included a common methodological approach, obser-
vation, classification, and more observation and statistics, as well
as experts from different disciplines. Through the objectivity
and unquestionable truth of quantitative data and of scientif-
ically structured observations, public health officials and the
state, it was believed, would possess the empirical basis for both
policies and programs.

Physicians and hygienists embarked on detailed studies of the
city and advised on reforms, and the capital became the core of
the scientific investigation of society. Some of the solutions pro-
posed included the construction of an adequate drainage system
and cleansing the city of all that fouled the air, corrupted the
water and tarnished the image of public places, as well as making
sure that the urban poor learned the principles of hygiene, be it
by education or by force. Public health officials embarked on a
range of activities, one of their goals being the scientific progress
of the nation. The next chapter will examine why the city’s envi-
ronment was regarded as a threat to health, what arguments were
advanced and what measures were proposed to alter the environ-
ment. This task was to absorb the attention of the government,
physicians, engineers, architects and public health officials.
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The Control of
the Environment

The Community of Hygienists

state of public health in Mexico City, and firmly believed

they could contribute to the progress of the country.
Their contribution or mission was twofold. First, through the
application of their sanitary and hygienic knowledge, essential
to urban design and planning, the city could be regenerated;
and second, through the teaching or inculcation of the principles
of private and public hygiene, the habits of the urban popula-
tion would be transformed. The city would cease to be a dirty,
foul-smelling, disorganized place, and would possess numerous
parks, adequately drained and paved streets and efficient public
works. And the urban population, through education, hygiene
— and force, if necessary — would cease to be ignorant, super-
stitious, vice-ridden and infectious. Only when these things
were achieved would the capital be able to display proudly the
advancement of the nation as appropriate to the era of order and
progress made possible by the Porfirio Diaz government.

The concerns of hygienists were so broad that delimiting
them with a precise boundary is difficult. Their areas of inter-
est included working class housing, schools, hospitals, public
markets, gardens, parks and plazas, cemeteries, sewers, stagnant
waters, abattoirs, factories and any other site that could have
a detrimental effect on public health. Because illness could be
caused by almost anything, everything had to be considered.

Physicians and hygienists were greatly concerned with the
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This meant that their program as hygienists was all-embracing,
and that they needed to have confidence in their methods for
detecting, deciphering and proposing measures to transform
the environment. These methods included detailed observa-
tions, scientific inquiries, chemical and meteorological analyses,
topographical surveys, statistics, case studies and personal com-
munications, among others. Hygienists created a discourse that
encompassed society as a whole; they forged close links between
the notions of order, cleanliness and hygiene, and in their prac-
tice made little distinction between them.'

Most hygienists studied medicine. In Mexico City, it was
taught at the National School of Medicine (Escuela Nacional de
Medicina), at the Armed Forces Medical School (Escuela Practica
Meédico-Militar) and at the Armed Forces College (Colegio
Militar), and what distinguished them from other physicians was
that they were devoted to public service. Although some worked
in hospitals, many were employed by the Superior Sanitation
Council, the Ministry of Economic Development, the Municipal
Council or other government institutions, and some were self-
employed. However, not all hygienists or public health officials
emerged from the medical profession; some were engineers (sani-
tary engineers in particular), and others were architects, although
at the time there was not such a clear-cut distinction between
architecture and engineering as there is today.

During the initial years of the Porfiriato, the National School
of Medicine had 126 students, 17 professors and 10 teaching
assistants. By 1899, the number of students had risen to 373,
and the number of teaching assistants to 60. By 1900, 42
architects, 82 dentists, 307 pharmacists, 884 engineers and 526
doctors practised their professions in the Federal District and in
Mexico City. These professionals were the intellectual elite of
the Porfirian regime.? Even though they represented different
educational backgrounds, methods and objectives, when their
gaze was focused upon the unsanitary conditions that prevailed
in the city, their ideas converged. They aimed to show that their
knowledge of society and of the threats posed to the city by the
environment and the lack of hygienic practices among the popu-
lation was scientifically and morally valid. They relied upon a
number of ways of upholding their claims. Two of them were
of particular importance: their use of statistical information, and
their first-hand observations or diagnoses of the city. However,
before dealing with the authority that statistical information
bestowed upon physicians, hygienists and other public health
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officials, it is important to emphasize briefly the importance
of science and the scientific method for the implementation of
hygienic, sanitary and public health programs.

Charles Hale has shown that the political consensus of late-
nineteenth-century liberalism in Mexico was upheld by a set of
philosophical ideas that proclaimed the triumph of science. This
set of ideas, commonly referred to as positivism, lacks an accepted
definition, but as Hale points out, positivism in its philosophical
sense is a theory of knowledge in which the scientific method
represents man’s only means of knowing. Its methods are observa-
tion, experimentation and the search for the laws of phenomena
or the relationships between them.” As a set of social ideas,
positivism argued that society was a developing organism, not
a collection of individuals, and that the only effective way of
studying society was through history.* The key to the scientific
management of the society was to develop an elite that could
provide the leadership for social regeneration. Thus, a strong gov-
ernment — embodied in Porfirio Diaz — was essential. “Weak
governments are the sure symptoms of death,” Justo Sierra stated
in 1880, and a more forthright and clear appeal to authoritarian-
ism was spelled out by Francisco G. Cosmes in 1878:

Rights! Society now rejects them. What it wants is bread ... a little
less of rights in exchange for a little more of security, order, and
peace. We have already enacted innumerable rights, which pro-
duce only distress and malaise in society. Now let us try a little
tyranny, but honorable tyranny, and see what result it brings.®

The advocates of scientific politics, as Hale has shown, called
for a strong government, including constitutional reform to
lengthen the presidential term as well as to strengthen admin-
istrative power. These ideas came into conflict with the clas-
sical liberal ideas of constitutional law and individual rights.
However, what must be stressed is that science and the scientific
method were held to be crucial for the investigation of the soci-
ety, and that all policies had to be formulated scientifically.

Physicians and hygienists were of the opinion that transforming
the city and its inhabitants required a thorough scientific diag-
nosis; only then could the solutions be applied. These thorough
studies of society required research, organization, administration
and an increasing bureaucratization for the gathering and analysis
of quantitative data, and became a key component of the practice
of public health officials within the city.

i



26

Chapter Two

P

The Contradictory Proofs of
Progress and the City

During the Porfiriato, statistics gained acceptance as undeniable
evidence of the modernization of the country. The figures indi-
cating national growth, industrial establishments, railways and
mines, among others, all showed that national growth and pros-
perity were indeed rising.® Progress was a cumulative process,
and another proof of this modernization was that the popula-
tion of the country was increasing, in particular the number of
people who lived in the capital, the centre of attention of most
national and foreign investors, and the focus of public health
officials. In 1858, the estimates placed Mexico City’s population
at around two hundred thousand; in 1895 the figure had risen
to 329,774; in 1900 to 344,721, and by 1910 it had grown to
471,066.” Population growth was primarily caused by internal
migration. A high proportion of migrants could be found in the
states of Quintana Roo and Coahuila, but the Federal District
and Mexico City received more than a quarter of the total
number of migrants between 1895 and 1910. In 1895, a total of
87,379 people from other states arrived in the capital; by 1900,
the figure had risen to 151,037, and in 1910, 142,169 people
settled in the city. Most of them had come from the states of
Guanajuato, Querétaro, Jalisco, Michoacan and Veracruz, often
in search of better living and working conditions.® As the popu-
lation of the capital increased, Miguel Macedo explained the
rural-urban migration as being the result of the insuperable
attraction of the comfort and pleasures life in big cities had to
offer. However, the country had few comfortable or pleasurable
cities. By 1910, the country had 15,160,377 inhabitants, seventy-
one per cent of whom lived in rural areas.” However, statistics
also showed less pleasurable images of progress. In 1880, doctor
Agustin Reyes presented a statistical report to the Superior
Sanitation Council in which he stated that the average lifespan
for the capital’s population during 1878 was 25.5 years. He
added that in Paris the average lifespan had amounted to 46.6
years in 1876, almost twice that of Mexico City in 1879."
Premature death and disease shocked the Porfirian public
health officials. In 1900, the infant mortality rate was 392 per
thousand live births; the annual mortality rate was 33.6 per
thousand people, and the average life expectancy of Mexicans
was only 26.5 years."" These figures gave rise to concern, which
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was expressed in most scientific publications and newspaper edi-
torials. In 1877, for instance, the scientific and technical journal
El Mundo Cientifico, described as a “serious weekly devoted to
the popularization of the sciences” and directed by Santiago
Sierra, published several articles by Justo Sierra in which he
argued that the unsanitary conditions in the capital required
a prompt solution and noted official indifference to the possi-
bility of a typhus epidemic.'”” Thus, statistical information also
provided a contradictory image of progress; the population was
increasing, national production rising, railroads eased national
and international commercial activities and population move-
ments; foreign investments and national resources increased
industrial output, but the capital of the country had one of the
highest mortality rates in the world, and disease and filth threat-
ened the progress of the nation.

Physicians, and in particular hygienists, attempted to reconcile
the contradictory images of progress. One of the methods used
was to create a linguistic barrier that separated those who had
the knowledge and the scientific authority to inspect the city and
recommend solutions to urban health problems from those who
did not, implying that hygienists were the interpreters of the
grand narrative of progress. Another of their methods involved
advertising the benefits that would be delivered through the con-
struction of public works essential for urban sanitation. Public
works were seen as material evidence of the advances achieved
by the country, which would have a trickle-down effect on
the urban population. At the same time, statistical information
became a crucial factor in establishing the legitimacy of public
health officials’ opinions and recommendations.

The gathering of statistical information and the ability of the
government to compile statistics were regarded as results of the
era of social peace that prevailed after decades of political strug-
gles, civil wars and foreign interventions. The General Board of
Statistics (Direccidén General de Estadistica), created on 26 May
1882, was charged with the gathering, classification and publi-
cation of all available data about the country.”” However, since
1872 the use of statistics and of scientifically structured obser-
vations had been regarded as crucial for solving urban health
problems. In that year, the Ministry of the Interior had ordered
the Superior Sanitation Council to collate and submit statistical
information on the city, with the aim of establishing medical
statistics for the Federal District.!"* Thus, ten years before the
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creation of the General Board of Statistics, physicians acknowl-
edged that statistics were one of the tools in their struggle
against the propagation of disease. This was the first time that
statistical information was systematically gathered and analyzed
by them. After 1882, the main publishers and users of statistics
were the General Board of Statistics, the Mexican Society of
Geography and Statistics and the Superior Sanitation Council.””

The first three national censuses also took place during the
Porfiriato, in 1895, 1900 and 1910, and on all three occasions
the results were criticized, the methods questioned, and a general
skepticism prevailed when the demographic figures were made
public. It is important to note that at least two important public
figures greatly concerned about health issues in Mexico City had
a direct involvement in the gathering and publishing of statistics.
One of them was Dr. Eduardo Liceaga, president of the Superior
Sanitation Council from 1886 to 1914. In 1890, Liceaga suggested
to General Porfirio Diaz that the Mexican Society of Geography
and Statistics should help the Superior Sanitation Council to
carry out a census of the population of the capital. The objective
was to have precise figures on the number of premature deaths.
When the figures became known, they indicated that the popula-
tion of the city was 324,365; the expected figure was 450,000.'
The disappointment could not have been greater. The other
public figure was physician and historian Antonio Pefafiel, who
became one of the most committed public health experts in mat-
ters related to the availability and distribution of drinking water,
and it was he who prepared all three national censuses.”

It is important to stress that the use of statistical information
by late-nineteenth-century public health officials in Mexico
City legitimized their practices as scientific and valid. Statistics
influenced readers because numbers were regarded as objective,
scientifically structured, neutral data; they were thought to
reveal the links in a given society between its mortality rates and
the prevailing diseases, and their use made any argument more
convincing. Thus, statistics both helped to legitimize the read-
ings physicians, hygienists and other public health officials took
of the city, and at the same time shaped the government’s per-
ception of the capital. The use of statistical data by public health
officials led to the development of public health as a science of
urban society, and the gathering of quantitative data provided an
empirical basis for the development and implementation of both
policies and programs.'
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In the opinion of one of the most important hygienists of
late nineteenth century Mexico, Dr. Luis E. Ruiz, demography
was the collective description of the humane race via statistics,
and statistics were nothing other than the accountability of
hygiene."” For him, as for other hygienists, statistical information
was one of the pillars of hygiene, and its methods of investiga-
tion were absolutely scientific:

The essential bases of hygiene as in other fields of knowledge, has
gone through three different theoretical stages: theological, meta-
physical and scientific ... it has followed the progressive develop-
ment of the human spirit as a whole.?’

Statistical information, as the previous statement shows, was
one of the methods used by public health officials to analyze
society and to support their claims, and although statistics pos-
sessed neither methodological consistency, nor continuity, they
were generally supplemented by personal observations that pro-
vided them with the specificity they often lacked.?' The use and
perception of statistical information as scientific, objective and
valid for understanding public health problems was one of the
characteristics of the sanitary or public health movement of the
nineteenth century.?

During and after the arrival of cholera in Europe and North
and South America in the 1830s, the public health or sanitary
movement acquired particular vigour and was inextricably
linked to the changing role of the state in transition to industrial
society.” The public health or sanitary movement attempted
to respond to the consequences of the processes of industrial-
ization and increased urbanization in a number of countries,
notably in England. The movement postulated that the con-
nection between the environment and disease involved new
methods of analysis. In particular, it stressed that social statistics
had the power to elucidate the causes of disease within a com-
munity and to provide the factual basis for social action. This
led sanitary reformers to continue with their inspections and
surveys, while statistics became the new tools for demonstrating
“the extent to which urban, industrial society created its own
special health problems.”* However, it should be stressed that
statistics and surveys could tell different interpreters different
things. While some could be drawn to conclude from the data
analyzed that the miasmatic influences were responsible for
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disease, others could express the view that in reality it was the
ignorance, backwardness and immorality of the urban popula-
tion — in particular the urban poor — that led to disease and
premature death. The topographical and social analysis of the
spread of disease and epidemics “revealed links between pov-
erty, overcrowding and lack of sanitation,”® and radical reforms
were thought as essential for the survival in and of cities.

According to Ann F. La Berge, the application of statistics
to medical and public health issues became important because
hygienists used statistics to consolidate theories that there was a
concomitance between the advance of civilization and the prog-
ress of public health. In addition, statistical analyses furnished
scientific proof that this theory was correct; statistics were also
used to measure the effect of public health reform and to answer
health questions about the causes of disease and mortality.?

Mexican physicians, hygienists and the governing elite agreed
that the advance of civilization and the progress of public health
went hand in hand. Statistics were seen as a science that unveiled
facts, but these facts were far from being undisputed or apo-
litical. The capacity to gather, publish and use statistics during
the Diaz regime required the centralization of national power.
Through them, attempts were made to impose order on most
social and economic activities. To quantify people, properties,
activities, births and deaths became not only a requirement for
science, knowledge and the administration of the country, but
also symbolized the presence and authority of the state through-
out the country.”’

Thus, during the Porfiriato, statistical information became a
key component of public health officials assumptions about the
causes of premature death and disease, and of the understand-
ing and attempts to find a definitive solution to many of the
city’s problems. Through the use of statistical information, both
national and foreign, public health officials aimed to confirm
and reinforce their ideas about the causes of the unsanitary
conditions in the city. They identified, defined and illustrated
disease and contamination, and relied upon statistics when they
claimed that it was imperative to transform the city and its envi-
ronment. However, there was one issue that did not require
statistics in order to be identified as a latent threat. This was the
city’s natural environment. In order for the city to be able to
display the progress achieved by the country, it was imperative
to control the menacing aspects of the environment — to con-
trol nature and civilize it.
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Dangerous Elements

Most studies, analyses, newspaper articles and editorials written
in Mexico City about the capital had something to say about
the negative impact of the surrounding environment on public
health. The most menacing threats were the proximity of Lake
Texcoco and the inadequate sewers in the city. Both were
believed to poison the atmosphere, contaminate water and cause
disease. For centuries, Lake Texcoco had been used as a recep-
tacle for all the city’s refuse, and there had been numerous
attempts to rid the city of the invasion of tainted water.

Thus, a major concern for public health officials was precisely
the threat Lake Texcoco represented to the city, and the ques-
tions frequently asked by engineers, state agencies and hygienists
were: What should be done with the lake? Should it be drained?
Cleansed? And, how would any measure adopted affect public
health? According to Dr. José Giijjosa, Lake Texcoco served as
a receptacle of all the city’s refuse, its emanations contaminated
the city’s atmosphere, and the medical constitution of the capital
was seriously altered by this marsh.”

Engineers, physicians and state agencies all knew that because
of the geographical location of the city, the capital had suftered
from numerous floods since its foundation by the Aztecs, and
that all the attempts to prevent water taking over parts of the
city had failed. During the Porfiriato, public health officials and
state agencies, as well as national and foreign capital, brought
together their expertise and knowledge and aimed to make the
city a safe and modern one. This implied that the intellectual,
scientific and financial elites of the Porfirio Diaz regime buried
their differences and jealousies to “promote, secularize, medical-
ize and diffuse water.”*’

The idea that held that the control of the untamed envi-
ronment surrounding and threatening the city was in itself a
civilizing mission can be seen in a speech delivered by Senator
Genaro Raigosa in 1881. On 16 November, Raigosa addressed
the Chamber of Senators with the aim of portraying the harmful
effect that the environment had on the capital and its inhab-
itants.” As was common at the time — and no serious study
would embark upon explaining the city’s situation without pre-
senting a historicist approach to the problems it had faced since
its foundation by the Aztecs — Raigosa argued that the legacy
of three hundred years of Spanish domination had been the
destruction of the rich vegetation of the valley and city of
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Mexico. What remained was a sterile, arid and dusty environ-
ment that harmed the atmosphere, altered the climate, polluted
the water, and contaminated everything in the city. His appeal
to a foundational past, to an ancient and almost mythical origin
wherein pure water, prosperity and civilization had reigned,
contrasted sharply with the situation he and his contemporaries
were confronted with.”

Raigosa was of the opinion that if the valley and city of
Mexico had once enjoyed the benefits and health-giving ele-
ments of a rich, diverse and exuberant vegetation, of clean and
odourless lakes and canals, and if it had once been inhabited by a
vigorous and healthy population, the situation by the 1880s was
completely different. The entire region was inhabited by a mis-
erable populace who succumbed to premature death and disease.
The city, the centre of civilization and culture, was surrounded
by an unmanageable environment that threatened the health of
the capital. Raigosa, by appealing to the notions of health and
prosperity, excluded political divisions, discussions and differ-
ences from his speech, and aimed to unite the country against
a common enemy: the unsanitary conditions that prevailed in
its capital. And one of the main problems directly linked to the
geographical location of the city was that the ground below the
surface of the capital was saturated with water because the city
had expanded onto terrain that had once been covered by a
system of lakes.

When the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan was founded in 1325,
it was built on a small area of insular marshland within a huge
lake system that extended over an estimated area of 1,575 square
kilometres. The lake system was located at the central and lowest
part of the valley of Mexico®® and was fed by numerous water
sources found within the valley and by various rivers, espe-
cially the Cuautitlan, Avenida de Pachuca, Magdalena, Tenango
and Tlalmanalco. The area occupied by the lakes decreased rap-
idly after 1524, when the Spaniards began to rebuild the city
after its destruction during the Conquest. By 1861, only 230
square kilometres remained, and in 1891 this had decreased to
95 square kilometres. The only lakes that remained within the
area occupied by the city during the Porfiriato were fractions
of Lakes Chalco, Texcoco and Xochimilco.” In 1881, although
the lakes had by then diminished considerably in size, Senator
Raigosa explained that it was only necessary to dig eighty cen-
timetres below the surface of the city to find the hidden lake.
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This underground lake was a menace to everyone and every-
thing in the city. Its water was rich in saltpetre, organic waste,
fecal materials and all sorts of refuse, and increased the porosity
of the city’s soil, particularly in the east and northeast. In addi-
tion, the soil’s humidity and capacity for retaining water were
elements that posed threats to the population, as well as to the
buildings, whose structures lacked a solid and firm foundation
and could collapse. Raigosa considered that many buildings
were not only on the brink of collapse, but also that they had

the repugnant appearance of lepers. First they lose part of their
skin and little by little they see their body go to pieces. And unless
continuous and expensive repair is undertaken, it will not be long
before they suddenly collapse due to the lack of support in their
destroyed foundations.*

The underground water was continuously fed by rainfall, by
the swamps surrounding the city and by Lake Texcoco, and it
destroyed the remaining vegetation in the capital, causing most
of its public gardens to appear to be arid and sterile.”” Raigosa
considered that the loss of the city’s vegetation had additional
negative consequences for the inhabitants of the capital. In his
opinion, before the Spanish Conquest the city had been covered
and surrounded by green areas; however, New Spain had been
built through the destruction of the valley’s vegetation, leading
to an insufficient supply of oxygen for its inhabitants.”® Thus,
because of the lack of trees and plants, the atmosphere had been
altered, and the once greatly cherished climate of the city trans-
formed. He added that the sudden and drastic changes of tem-
perature, and the lack of humidity, increased the incidence of
pneumonia and anemia, degenerated the Mexican race, and
produced feeble and weak individuals “with no moral energy
or physical vigor.””” According to the Senator, both anemia
and pneumonia were linked to the atmospheric conditions, but
anemia was also caused by the loss of nutrients in the vegeta-
tion due to the impact of deforestation. The shortcomings of a
diseased population meant that the Mexican race would become
weaker, both physically and morally. Thus, control of the envi-
ronment was essential not only for the city but also for the future
of the country — its inhabitants. In addition, the environment
was considered to encourage crime, and violent crimes were
singled out as contributing to the high incidence of premature
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death in the city. The criminologist Julio Guerrero affirmed
that the widespread malaise in the capital, namely crime and
vice, was worsened by violent climatic changes and atmospheric
alterations brought about by the lack of vegetation.?

However, the most dangerous source of disease, as has been
mentioned, was Lake Texcoco. It must be stressed that through-
out the colonial period this lake had been identified as one of the
main sources of disease, and that during the sixteenth century
the entire lake system, of which Lake Texcoco was part, had
been held to possess mysterious properties, and had been associ-
ated with the devil and the Beast described by St. John in the
Apocalypse.” By the late nineteenth century, Lake Texcoco had
lost that eschatological association, but it continued to be associ-
ated with more modern and secular evils: damage to the health
and hygiene of the Mexican people and to the future of the
nation. Water both within the city and in Lake Texcoco, was
regarded as a negative element that should either be eradicated
or freely circulated. It was imperative to avoid the stagnation
of water and the creation of marshes or swamps. However, the
constant inspections of the waters in the city made reference to
their swamp-like condition and underlined the terrible odours
and miasmas that emerged from them, causing disease. The
putrefying water that could at any time come to the surface did
not need to be seen: it could be smelled. Due to the threat that
this huge cesspool posed to the city, there were numerous scien-
tific expeditions to the lake in order to carry out analyses. One
of them took place in 1883.

On 11 March 1883, Dr. Antonio Pefiafiel and a group of other
physicians made a detailed inspection of Lake Texcoco to assess
with their own eyes (and, it could be added, also with their
noses) the effect that this marsh had on the city. It was thought
that March was a favourable month in which to undertake the
inspection because the rainy season had not begun. Therefore
they would be able to analyze both the water and the land due to
the lake’s shallowness. Because it was inconvenient to reach the
lake by water, that is, by traveling along the Canal de San Lazaro,
which discharged all the city’s refuse into the lake, they decided
that it would be better to make the journey on foot, alongside
the canal. This approach would also allow them to see the impact
of the salt water of the lake on the surrounding environment and
on the living organisms in the lake. As they approached it, the
stench became stronger, leading them to question their decision
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to continue. At the exact point where the Canal de San Lazaro
merged with the lake, the vegetation became more sparse, the
edges of the lake were dry and displayed a huge cemetery of dead
molluscs and insects that burned in the heat and gave off a terri-
ble stench, similar to that which emanates from rotting seafood.*’
This stench, according to Dr. Penafiel, was more and more fre-
quent in the capital, and was harmful to the health of anyone
who came into contact with its putrid emanations. Among
the stenches considered particularly dangerous to health were
those that arose from areas of stagnation and accumulation, and
Penafiel considered that the threat posed by the stagnant lake
water, and by the emanations that emerged from it and reached
the city on the prevailing air currents, was nothing other than
the complete suffocation of the capital.*

The doctors were able to observe the geographical location of
the lake in relation to the city, and its lack of vegetation or very
high mountains, and confirmed that the dominant air currents
led to an uninterrupted flow of the corrupt air from the lake into
the city. After analyzing the chemical results of the water sample
they took from the lake, they deduced that due to the fermen-
tation of organic matter taking place there, the lake consumed
more oxygen than the city’s 350,000 inhabitants. Thus it could
be construed that the lake was more harmful to the city than all
the people who lived there. The results they obtained regarding
the air currents confirmed that the winds took the poisonous
air from the lake into the city, especially at night when the tem-
perature decreased, and that that same air polluted aqueducts
and public fountains, as well as the water consumed in homes,
factories and commerce.*

The other adverse factor that the city faced was that its
sewage system was in complete chaos. The system aimed to dis-
charge all its refuse into Lake Texcoco. However, the floor of
the city was 1.5 metres above the level of the lake, and if the
water level of the lake increased, the water from the sewers
could only flow back into the city.” Thus, the environmental
threats the city faced were above all from water — tainted
water. The water in the lake was full of waste, and beneath the
city the land was saturated with water and criss-crossed by a
deficient sewage system that was broken and/or clogged. So it is
clear why the water below la ciudad de los Palacios — as Mexico
City was called — was particularly dangerous to the health of
the urban population.**
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Not only was water a major problem, but physicians also
argued that the city’s atmosphere was polluted with miasmas.
Thus, the persistent demands made by public health officials
for the city to be cleaned, adequate sewers to be installed and
excess water to be drained, as well as their demands for pure air,
adequate light in all homes and clean water for the city could all
be summed up in one word: hygiene.

The sixteenth-century association of Lake Texcoco with the
Beast of the Apocalypse, and the fact that this lake had for centu-
ries been seen as a source of disease, can be understood as being
inscribed within the environmentalist theory of disease causa-
tion and within a mentality that found in religion and magic
explanations for the cause of disease, and in particular of epi-
demics, since “both individual and collective sickness could be
rationalized in terms of moral or religious failings.”™ However,
Dr. Pefafiel’s research into one of the sources of the unsanitary
conditions of Mexico City corresponds to a different mentality.
He no longer attributes the presence of disease to a punishment
from God, to witchcraft or to immoral actions. He approaches
the lake with a scientific background, for the purpose of a sci-
entific inquiry, and identifies concrete elements within the lake
that he believes are at the heart of the lack of an adequate level
of health befitting a civilized city, and describes them. However,
the fact that he resorts to emphasizing the detrimental effect
of the atmosphere, and to underlining the importance of air
currents and pure water for the health of the city, highlights a
number of emphases: the continuing predominance of environ-
mental explanations in the struggle to understand the causes of
disease; the association between dirt and disease; and the impor-
tance that cleanliness had acquired for a city that aimed to avoid
the spread of disease.

Thus, Penafiel’s expedition, as well as the opinions expressed
by other public health officials, point to the fact that the “defini-
tive secularization™® of the concept of infection following the
discovery of bacteria as a specific etiological agent had still not
permeated the cultural world of Mexican physicians of the final
decades of the nineteenth century. According to Alain Corbin,
before the triumph of Louis Pasteur’s theories during the 1890s,
doctors exercised — not without errors — an olfactory vigi-
lance, which at times was translated into scientific language.
The aim of this vigilance was varied: “to detect irrespirable
gases and particularly ‘airs’, and to discern and describe hitherto
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imperceptible viruses, miasmas, and poisons.”” However, some
hygienists also began to use in their writings and explanations a
discourse that emerged from the scientific breakthroughs made
during the period, and Raigosa clearly exemplifies this trend.
For him, the admirable scientific discoveries recently made by
Louis Pasteur in France had led to the opening of an infinite
horizon, “to the penetrant gaze of the microscope, which has
made visible a world of organisms that pervade the air, the water
and the land.”® Raigosa stressed that it was well known that
two types of microscopic organisms existed, those that caused
no harm to man or to any living animal or plant, and those
that caused disease to all living things. The deadly microscopic
organisms were included in the category of decay, putrefaction
and fermentation, and hygienists devised a new category of dis-
eases, the so-called ‘zymotic’ diseases.* This term reflected the
idea of the disease process as being analogous to fermentation,
and included cholera, typhoid, diphtheria, smallpox, measles and
scarlet fever.”” These diseases — some hygienists and physicians
believed — were introduced into the human body by drinking
tainted water or by inhaling the miasmatic emanations that
emerged from sites of decomposition and fermentation, such
as marshes and stagnant water.”® Thus, by the 1880s, the pre-
dominant explanation of disease causation still held miasmas
responsible, regardless of the fact that the existence of micro-
organisms was known.

The acceptance of the germ theory of disease — a watershed
in medical history — was neither immediate nor general among
the scientific community of the time. Its acceptance was grad-
ual, and contemporaries considered it one of many theories that
had to be debated and proved. >* For instance, in 1885, two years
after the German physician Robert Koch identified the patho-
genic organism of cholera, Dr. Manuel de la Fuente held that the
discoveries made by Koch were not unquestionable truths for
science.” The same view was expressed in 1884 and 1889 by the
Superior Sanitation Council, when it asserted that the unsani-
tary conditions of Mexico City had their origin in miasmas.>*

Of particular importance for this study is the fact that
the germ theory of disease reinforced to a large degree the
assumptions of the environmental theories of disease causation
by confirming the risks of polluted water, lack of personal
hygiene and overcrowded conditions. Thus, before the wide-
spread acceptance of the germ theory of disease, the experts
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continued to stress the need to ameliorate the environment.
This is precisely what was taking place in Mexico City, and the
figures that showed the rate of premature death in the city made
it vitally important to improve the environment.

According to the statistical information presented by Raigosa,
between 1867 and 1877, a total of 83,043 people had died of
preventable diseases in the city, which at that time had a popula-
tion of approximately 250,000.> This meant that one third of
the capital’s population had been lost in only a decade, and if it
had not been for the rural-urban migration the city would have
had hardly any inhabitants left. In 1876, one out of every nine-
teen people died prematurely in the city. When this figure was
compared to the statistical information available on other parts
of the world, it only served to confirm the grim conditions that
prevailed. Raigosa noted that in England, one out of every fifty-
two inhabitants died prematurely; in France one out of every
forty-four, in Spain one out of every thirty-four. This provided
numerical evidence that the capital city of Mexico was the most
unsanitary region in the world.

Ensuring the people’s health was not merely necessary for
their own well-being; it was also important in terms of eco-
nomic development and national defence. Public health had
become a national quest, one that in the particular case of
Mexico equated nation with capital city. Thus, physicians, state
agencies and sanitary engineers argued that it was absolutely
imperative to make the city a healthy place to live, and that the
only way that this could be done was by expelling all visible
water and by draining the water below the surface. The mission
of sanitary engineers and hygienists can be summed up in the
following words:

To sanitize this lethal city! ...To restore to the atmosphere its
purity; to the land its fecundity, to the climate its mildness, to the
vegetation its splendor, to the race its lost vitality, to human life
its normal development.>

Elements of a Healthy City

If the environment was harmful to the population, what char-
acteristics should a healthy city have? Dr. Luis E. Ruiz, in
his Tratado elemental de higiene (1904), detailed all the necessary
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requirements if a city was to control the threats posed by its envi-
ronment. Ruiz (1857-1914) was one of the most prestigious and
influential doctors during the Diaz regime and was also an advo-
cate of scientific politics. Between 1878 and 1884, he was the
scientific editor of La Libertad, the newspaper that presented the
notion of scientific politics as a new and regenerating doctrine
in Mexico. He was a member of the Asociacion Metoddfilia Gabino
Barreda, a short-lived association formed by twenty-five students
— mostly of medicine — whose task was to apply the rigorous
logic of the scientific method to every kind of phenomenon. He
also participated at the Second Congress of Public Instruction (29
November 1890 to 28 February 1891), and in 1896 was director
of the General Board of Primary Education (Direccién General
de Instrucciéon Primaria).”” Ruiz wrote extensively about typhus,
vaccination (smallpox and rabies), the benefits of a healthy diet,
and about the importance of water for a healthy constitution,
and authored the books Tiatado elemental de pedagogia (1900), and
Guia de la ciudad de México (1910), among others. He worked
in the Hospital Juarez, was a member of the National Academy
of Medicine and its director as of 1898, and was one of the
most respected members of the Superior Sanitation Council.*®
In the Tratado elemental de Higiene, he categorically affirmed that
hygiene was the scientific art of preserving health and increas-
ing prosperity, and that all civilized nations had as their principal
interest public health. According to Ruiz, all administrative and
economic policies were inseparable from hygienic issues.”

Ruiz believed that life in a city was the best possible life, and
that the city was the collective home of the human race. The
city was, in addition, the physical and moral site where men
could best develop, progress and become good and healthy citi-
zens.®” However, all cities had to fulfill a number of conditions
in order to overcome the damaging effects that any numerous
congregation of individuals were bound to have upon life in an
urban space. Any mass of people would foul the land, alter the
air and pollute the water. Therefore, the adequate cleansing of
the city was the axis of urban hygiene, argued Ruiz, quoting
Dr. Fonssagrives, one of the most influential French hygienists
of the nineteenth century.

The first step in improving urban hygiene in Mexico City
was to make sure that the excess water was efficiently drained
from the subsoil, that all human waste was taken away from
populated areas and that waterproof paving was laid on as many
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streets as possible. However, the most efficient way of dealing
with both excess water and human waste — the former being
the result of the unfortunate location of the city and the latter a
consequence of both the natural environment and urban growth
— was by building a proper drainage system.®’ The construc-
tion of a drainage system for the city would make it a safe and
comfortable place, and everything detrimental to the senses and
to health would be effectively removed. The drainage or disap-
pearance of all the excess water from beneath the city, water
that was both impure and foul-smelling, not only would benefit
public health, but would also facilitate the physical expansion
of the city. If the land was dry, buildings could be constructed
without fear for their structures; roads could be extended; rail
tracks could have a safer foundation. The construction of a
drainage system was thus seen as a material factor, the fruition
of science and engineering that would improve the urban infra-
structure and the quality of life.

Another key factor in developing a clean city was the avail-
ability of numerous green areas, parks and gardens that would
not only enhance the visual environment but also contribute to
the health of the population. In 1892, Dr. Jests Alfaro’s thesis
for the National School of Medicine, entitled Higiene puiblica:
Algunas palabras acerca de la influencia higiénica de las arboledas y
necesidad de reglamentar su uso entre nosotros, advised that the city
should have as many green areas as possible, not only because
they were required for beauty and embellishment, but also
because they were indeed crucial to hygiene.®” He believed
that trees would absorb the underground water from the city’s
subsoil and help to transform marshes into gardens. It was a
scientific fact, he argued, that trees purified the air, ridding
the atmosphere of miasmas, that they kept an atmospheric bal-
ance that would prevent sudden changes in temperature, and
defined them as “instruments of disinfection.”® He urged the
government to create a special commission exclusively devoted
to assessing the hygienic benefits of green areas for the city and
criticized the unrestrained destruction of the city’s vegetation as
a result of the “construction of railways,” one of the most cher-
ished symbols of progress.®*

Engineer Miguel Angel de Quevedo was also a keen advocate
of the benefits of green areas for the hygiene and beauty of a city.
Quevedo had studied engineering in Paris, attended numerous
international conferences on urban hygiene and city planning,
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and the model of urban planning he favoured for Mexico City
was the Parisian example. Its long diagonal avenues, its rond points
and numerous green areas, if applied to Mexico, would transtorm
“our beloved capital” into the “Paris of America.” He imagined a
comprehensive urban park system aimed at creating gardens and
parks throughout the city, some of which would be built exclu-
sively for the urban working class, such as the Balbuena Park
(inaugurated in 1910). Quevedo held that Mexico City ranked
last among “selected capitals of the world in terms of inhabitants
per park acre — 1 hectare for 2500 residents, as compared to
Washington, DC, which provided 1 hectare for 206 residents.”
The benefits accruing to the city from numerous green areas
linked hygiene with beauty, and according to Quevedo, Mexico
City was responsible for the “pallid color and more or less sickly
and anemic state of the capital’s inhabitants.”*

Another basic necessity for a city in control of its environ-
ment was the availability of abundant drinking water. Water was
important to all the inhabitants because most social, commer-
cial, industrial and hygienic activities required it; and it could
also be used to channel all the refuse and human waste in the
drains out of the city.® Impure water must be prevented from
assaulting the senses of the city’s inhabitants, and pure water had
to be made available to the entire city via adequate water con-
duits established in all homes. Aqueducts, wells, public fountains
and water-carriers were all ways of supplying water which were
incompatible with health; drinking water had to be introduced
to all homes via enclosed and invisible underground conduits.
The city also had to have public bathrooms, as well as public
wash-houses, efficient systems of waste collection and disposal
and a guaranteed abundant food supply.®’

Ruiz believed that cleanliness was the most important ele-
ment in developing a hygienic and ordered city, and made the
following distinction: personal cleanliness was the duty of the
individual, the cleanliness of the home was the responsibility
of the family, and the cleanliness of the city was the responsibility
of the communal authority.®® For Eduardo Liceaga, all that was
required to avoid becoming a victim of disease could be summed
up in a single word: cleanliness. In 1895, another physician,
Domingo Orvananos, stated that cleanliness was the most impor-
tant element for a healthy constitution and for a healthy city.®”
The association of cleanliness with health, both private and
public, is the most persistent assumption in the discourse about
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the city during the final decades of the nineteenth century.
Cleanliness was associated with health and order; dirt was asso-
ciated with disorder. Mary Douglas has analyzed in great detail
the difterent dialectics of the pure and the impure, as well as the
logic behind the dangers of defilement. When apparent disorder
reigns in a given society — she has stated — dirt is identified
as a matter out of place, as a threat to order, and is “vigorously
brushed away.””" The creation of frontiers, barriers and exclusions
when referring to the clean/unclean can be clearly appreciated
in the following statement made by Domingo Orvananos. His
perception of the dangers posed to Mexican society relies on
identifying a specific component of the Mexican population as an
imminent threat: “Mortality is higher where the indigenous race
predominates. This is due to their lack of cleanliness.””

Thus, the indigenous population of Mexico was associated
with uncleanness and rejected. The threat to the health of the
city was therefore latent not only in the environment, but also
in every house, and the home became one of the places targeted
by the recommendations of hygienists. Their goal was to free all
homes of dirt, because each and every house was a possible focus
of disease.”” Houses — inside and out — had to be clean, free of
litter and waste, and provided with sufficient and pure water. In
addition, the cleansing of the body had to be practised with care
and dedication, everyone had to try to have a bath in cold water
every day and have a healthy diet, all activities, whether to do
with work, leisure or sex, had to be moderate, and all excesses
had to be avoided.”

The emphasis placed on personal and household hygiene was
inexorably linked to the gradual acceptance of the germ theory
of disease. As the theory gained adherents within the medical
establishment, articles about the germ theory began to reach
Mexico City’s limited reading public via newspapers and maga-
zines.”* The authors of those articles — newspaper reporters,
physicians, hygienists, women and writers — informed the men,
women and children of the numerous invisible threats to health
present in all households and bodies, but the old idea that
miasmas caused disease lingered, and on many occasions the
concepts of germs and miasmas were used interchangeably.”

Mexico City embodied during the final decades of the nine-
teenth century an unresolved contradiction. The capital of the
country, the centre of culture, civilization, economic and politi-
cal power, was corrupted, dirty, foul-smelling and dangerous,
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and this was evident not only among the urban population
but within the environment itself. What physicians, hygienists
and sanitary engineers wanted was to attain a “vision of a
society renovated by renovation of the urban infrastructure
below ground and above.”’® Thus, physicians and engineers
created a discourse about the city in which hygiene, health,
morality, order and cleanliness were woven together as goals
to be achieved, and the threat posed to the city (civilization)
by the proximity of an untamed environment and by its
inhabitants(barbarism) had to be dealt with. Through the use
of statistical information, public health officials analyzed every-
thing that might lead to illness or premature death. These
diagnoses contrasted with the pleasures that Macedo believed
were present in the capital and which, according to him,
attracted so many people from other parts of the country.
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The Expansion and
Diagnosis of the City

The Expansion of the City

acknowledged that it was absolutely necessary to have an up-

to-date map of the city, and argued that even though the 1871
map had been appropriate in its time, “today it is incomplete due
to the changes the city experienced in the past thirteen years; the
construction of new streets, neighborhoods and buildings have
transformed its features and physiognomy.”! The physical expan-
sion of the city, the creation of a communications infrastructure
and the construction of new residential areas, or colonias, altered
the capital in a radical way during the Porfiriato. This expansion
was closely linked to the integration of Mexico into the world
economy after 1870, during the phase of export-led growth
(between 1870 and the World Depression of 1929-33), a devel-
opment that had profound eftects upon most Latin American
capital cities.? According to Maria Dolores Morales, Mexico City
was subject to three phases of growth, two of them during the
second half of the nineteenth century (1858—83 and 1884-89)
and the third during the first decade of the twentieth century
(1900-10). In 1858, the city occupied an area of 8.5 square kilo-
metres; by 1910, it covered 40.5 square kilometres, while the
urban population more than doubled between 1858 and 1910:
from two hundred thousand inhabitants to 471,066 in 1910.> And
it was precisely during those years that thirty-four residential
areas were built, most of them after 1884 and in particular during
the first decade of the twentieth century (see Table 1).

In October 1884, the Mexico City’s Municipal Council
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Table 1: Expansion of Mexico City, 1858—1910

First phase, Second phase, Third phase,
1858-83 1884-89 1900-10
1. Barroso 1. Morelos 1. La Teja
2.Sta. Maria 2. La Bolsa 1.1 Americana
3. Arquitectos 3. Diaz de Ledn 1.2 Juarez
4. Guerrero 4. Maza 1.3 Cuauhtémoc
5. Violante 5. Rastro 2. Roma
6. Valle Gomez 3. Condesa
7. San Rafael 4. Tlaxpana
8. Sta. Julia 5. Sto. Tomas
9. Limantour 6. Chopo
10. Indianilla 7. San Alvaro
11. Hidalgo 8. El Imparcial
12. Ampliacién Sta. 9. Peralvillo
Maria (Ladrillera)  10. Cuartelito
11. La Viga
12. Scheibe
13. Romero Rubio
14. Ampliacién San
Rafael (La Blanca)
Source: Maria Dolores Morales, “La expansién de la ciudad de México (1858-1910),” in Atlas de la

Ciudad de México, edited by Gustavo Garza (Mexico City: Departamento del Distrito Federal — El
Colegio de México, 1987), 67.

The symbolic significance of this expansion, that is, the incor-
poration or colonization of previously excluded rural areas into
the fabric of the city, can be found in the name given to them
— colonias — and in the fact that the aim was to transform the
agricultural regions — the countryside — so that they ceased to
be “empty” and “backward.” This incorporation of previously
excluded areas reflects the way in which the physical borders of
the city were being redefined or redrawn. The request made
by the Municipal Council in 1884 for an adequate map of the
city clearly points to the fact that the limits of the city were
changing. This process of frontier expansion took place at a
time when economic and political power was becoming increas-
ingly centralized in Mexico City, when the city was associated
with political peace and social order, and when issues relating to
health were acquiring a particular prominence.
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The expansion of the city took place as the Porfirian regime
secured the political and economic domination of the city over
the rest of the nation and the capital became the privileged site
where the modernity of the nation had to be visible, tangible
and on display. The city had to be seen as the modern capital of
a country that — it was said — was steadily achieving progress,
and thus the thrust of public health measures involved improv-
ing hygiene and sanitation. This implied that the city and its
inhabitants had to be clean, ordered and hygienic; epidemic and
non-epidemic diseases had to be controlled, and health-enhanc-
ing elements such as green areas, adequately paved streets and
efficient sewers, among others, had to be introduced. This con-
cern with public health and sanitation was also a major issue in
other Latin American cities during the final decades of the nine-
teenth century, when it became crucial to modernize the capital
cities by eradicating sources of disease in order to increase the
labour supply and attract foreign immigrants and capital. The
eradication of sources of disease became a crucial element in the
discourse on the modern city, and in the policies that aimed to
transform its sanitary conditions, its functioning and its appear-
ance.” It should be stressed that the beginnings of modern health
policy in Latin American cities often coincided with the genesis
of modern policing and detection methods, each being seen as
means by which society could be sanitized in the name of prog-
ress.” The city’s progress, according to the Porfirian elite, meant
that its modernity had to be on display, and all that impinged
negatively upon public health eradicated. However, the expan-
sion of the city was neither uniform nor thoroughly planned,
and it certainly did not mean that once the space was incor-
porated into the urban domain, its physiognomy ceased to be
rural and acquired a distinctive “urban” or “modern” character.
It should be remembered that the country in 1910 was predom-
inantly rural, and that even within the city the rural milieu
persisted. This meant that new and old cultural influences con-
tinuously collided in the streets of the capital and that in spite of
the creation of the colonias, large areas within the city continued
to be used for agriculture and for raising cattle. Many of the
migrants who arrived in the city throughout the Diaz regime
brought with them their material belongings, but also their cus-
toms, traditions and beliefs, as well as their social practices; the
city was both urban and rural.
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When positive comments were made about the city, what was
praised as modern and comfortable was a very small proportion
of'its area, namely the better urbanized colonias and specific roads
or avenues that were embellished by the erection of statues, parks
and historical monuments, where the well-to-do sectors of the
urban population could stroll on any Sunday afternoon without
having their paseo ruined by the presence of badly dressed and
foul-smelling people. However, the city also possessed a number
of features that were considered absolutely incompatible with
the image of modernity the Porfirian elite was so eager to pro-
mote: the presence of tainted water, the dirtiness of the streets,
the poor hygienic practices of many of the inhabitants, and the
threats posed both to the image of modernity and to public
health by its unsanitary conditions.

During the first phase of frontier expansion (1858-83), the
city’s growth was slow. There was neither a considerable nat-
ural population growth nor substantial immigration. Many
of the city’s inhabitants lived in the central district, and the
expansion was largely the result of the impact of the Leyes
de Desamortizacién or Ley Lerdo (1856) and of the Laws of
Reform (12 July 1859). These laws led to the incorporation
and commercialization of land and property that had belonged
to the Catholic Church, such as schools, convents and cemeter-
ies, and to the commercialization of communal land belonging
to the indigenous population. The latter, as Andrés Lira has
shown, caused the destruction of communities and livelihoods.°
Another factor that contributed to this initial phase of physical
expansion was the drainage of canals, swamps and marshes sur-
rounding the urban area, which made possible the establishment
of a communications infrastructure, in particular the construc-
tion of railways and rail tracks.” But the direction of expansion
of the city was also determined by the quality of the land. The
areas to the east, in particular those closer to Lake Texcoco,
became the least favoured sites for the construction of housing
areas. The continuous threat of overflow from the lake, as well
as the stench that emanated from the city’s cesspool, simply did
not encourage investors.

The five colonias created between 1858 and 1883 occupied
areas to the northeast of the Plaza Mayor or Zdcalo (Barroso,
Santa Maria and Guerrero); to the west (colonia Arquitectos) and
to the northwest (colonia Violante), and were built with a clear
intention as to which sectors of the urban population should
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inhabit them. This represented a radical rupture with the way
in which the city had been inhabited or occupied since the
seventeenth century, when the urban population had not been
segregated along socio-economic lines.® The colonia Santa Maria
was built to house sectors of the urban middle class, in particular
lawyers and merchants; the colonia Guerrero was created for the
urban working class, and the colonia Arquitectos was planned to
house the architects of the city.” This deliberate segregation of the
urban population became more pronounced during the second
phase of expansion, and in particular during the first decade of
the twentieth century, and led to the creation of two cities within
the capital. One was the “modern” city, inhabited by a minority
of the urban population and located to the southeast of the Plaza
Mayor; the other was the chaotic city, which remained at the
margins of the modern capital. This marginal city became the
focus of attention for sanitary inspectors in their attempt to trans-
form not only the physical environment but also its dwellers.

Between 1884 and 1899, twelve colonias were created, with the
largest urban developments appearing in the northeast, where
the colonias Morelos, La Bolsa, Diaz de Ledn, Rastro, Maza
and Valle Gémez were built. These housing areas were for
urban workers with scarce resources, and their creation was pro-
pelled by the construction in this same area of the Penitenciaria
(city jail),' the city’s slaughterhouse (Rastro), the Estacion de
Hidalgo and the railway tracks of the Ferrocarriles Guadalupe,
Interoceanico and Cintura, where the inhabitants of these colo-
nias often worked.!" To the east, sectors of the urban middle class
settled in the colonia San Rafael, and the colonia Santa Julia —
also to the east — was referred to as a “colonia popular.” To the
south, the colonias Limantour, Indianilla and Hidalgo appeared.
The indigenous communities remained neglected at the edges
of the city, in barrios, not in colonias.

The seventeen incorporated or colonized regions that emerged
between 1858 and 1899 were often built by individuals with
limited resources who invested in real estate or built houses
and communication infrastructures. In addition, the Municipal
Council, attempting to address the city’s lack of resources, gave
individuals ample freedom and numerous facilities to help in
incorporating new areas into the city. These individuals ben-
efited from generous tax exemptions, and had access to building
materials free of tax. However, because there were no clear
policies or guidelines to follow, and because the provision of
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public services was not a requirement either of the promoters
or the Municipal Council, the new urban developments were
not afforded services such as sewers, drainage, paved streets and
drinking water.

Land speculation also became an increasingly profitable busi-
ness. Due to changes in the use of land, now used to promote
housing areas, industries, commerce and/or communication
infrastructure, the price of land increased. For instance, the
cost of plots of land on the Paseo de la Reforma in 1872 was
1.50 pesos per square metre, and by 1903 the cost had risen to
twenty-five pesos per square metre. Land in the colonia Santa
Maria was initially sold at 0.27 pesos per square metre, and
by 1901 at fifteen pesos. In 1872, two years before the colonia
Guerrero was created, the price of an agricultural plot of land
was 0.02 pesos per square metre; by 1901 (as a housing area), the
price had increased to 13.04 pesos per square metre. The value
of land in the centre of the city also increased dramatically, and
this made peripheral areas more attractive for the promoters of
new residential areas. In 1901, land in the central streets of the
city cost between eighty and 160 pesos per square metre, and the
price of land in new housing areas during that same year, in the
suburbs and with no public services, ranged between 2.50 and
twenty pesos per square metre.'?

The incorporation of new areas into the city was determined
by the cost and quality of the land, by the proximity these new
colonias would have to transport facilities, such as roads, railway
stations and rail tracks, and by their distance from Lake Texcoco.
The west and southwest became the privileged sites for urban
expansion, and the east remained a marginal area. Poorer sec-
tors of the urban population lived in the east and northeast,
areas that were permanently threatened by the overflow of Lake
Texcoco. By contrast, to the west and southwest, where the land
was drier and less prone to the impact of periodic floods, sectors
of the urban population could live without fear of the invasion
of tainted water. The southwest became the favoured site where
the Porfirian elite gradually settled, abandoning the traditional
locus of power, the area surrounding the Plaza Mayor.

What distinguished the first two phases of expansion from the
years between 1900 and 1910 was that during the first decade
of the twentieth century, the expansion was driven not by pri-
vate individuals with little capital, but by private companies
supported by banks."” This led to the creation of some housing
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areas destined exclusively for the well-to-do sectors of the urban
population, such as the colonias Juarez, Cuauhtémoc, Roma and
Condesa in the southwest. Additionally, in 1903, the Municipal
Council set down a number of requirements that had to be
followed when creating new housing areas. For instance, it spec-
ified the width and length all streets should have, the number of
blocks each new housing area must posses, and that a garden or
plaza had to be present. In addition, drinking water availability
and sewers had to be thoroughly planned."

Mexico City, like other Latin American cities of the period,
experienced selective and pragmatic urban changes that were
partly inspired by the changes carried out in Paris under the
leadership of George Eugene Haussmann' and in the United
States and Britain through the building of “garden cities.” The
emphasis on creating wide and long streets and avenues to ease
the circulation of people and vehicles, as well as the creation
of gardens, plazas and efficient public services, were all crucial
elements for the modern city, not only in Mexico, but also in
Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires.'® However, because the urban
population was swelling, other housing areas were required for
the urban working class, such as the colonia Scheibe in the east
and the colonia Peralvillo in the northeast.”

As has already been mentioned, a factor that contributed to
the expansion of the city during this phase of export-led growth
was the construction of a communications infrastructure, and
the point of departure of all the railways was the capital of the
country. Their construction stimulated the creation of housing
areas and factories on the periphery of the city and allowed for
additional mobility for the urban and rural population, for food-
stuffs and for industrial and mineral products.” The visual impact
of the new communications structures on the expanding city led
some observers to define the changes with optimism and awe:

It is just nightfall, one of the times when most movement can
be observed in the streets: thousands of workers have just left
work and the streets are swarming with people, whether one
looks toward the outskirts or toward the downtown avenues.
The entire city is crisscrossed by rails, on which the street cars
run, leading to the modern colonias or to more distant sites, or
to neighbouring pueblos; passenger cars move along incessantly,
most of them pulled by starving, old hacks; the elegant carriages
belonging to distinguished or well-to-do families return from

bl



il

Chapter Three

the Bosque de Chapultepec and from the Paseo de la Reforma;

the commercial houses of Plateros, Refugio, Cinco de Mayo and
adjacent streets are lavishly illuminated; thousands of confused
murmurs, thousands of mutters float in the air, the clamour of the
populace, the noise of the vehicles, the whistle of the trains, the
resounding bugle of the barracks, these are just some of the many
echoes of the busy life of large cities."”

The previous passage portrays the city as full of life, noise,
movement and people, with numerous rail tracks and vehicles
criss-crossing it. However, it also indicates the segregation of
the urban population. Some people are described as leaving
their work and going to the most distant sites (they could be
the colonias La Bolsa and Rastro), while others made their way
to the modern colonias (definitively Juarez and Cuauhtémoc).
Where you lived and how you lived in Mexico City increasingly
became, during the course of the second half of the nineteenth
century, an expression of the social and cultural milieu to which
you belonged.”

This segregation of the urban population meant that the best
and most modern colonias, that is, those inhabited by the richest
sectors of the urban population, gradually acquired most public
services, such as paved streets, transport, water and sewers.
However, most areas of the city remained excluded from the
elements the Porfirian elite described or made reference to as the
material evidence of the modernity of the capital. The expan-
sion of the city led not only to the creation of spatial frontiers
within it, but also to the perception of the capital as being
made up of different and exclusive entities. Thus, the city of the
Porfirio Diaz regime was characterized by the creation of both
material and discursive boundaries and exclusions. In 1908, for
example, the city was described as follows:

Mexico is made up of three parts: an ancient Mexico, the Mexico
of our grandparents, purely colonial, with its ancestral homes, its
large tenement buildings, its slums, its legends, traditions, its old-
fashioned flavor and unquestionable delights; a completely new
Mexico, built in-between; and a modern Mexico, incrusted in the
first, with its barrios transformed as a result of the sanitation works,
its large and luxurious department stores and the clamor of con-
temporary life, pure commotion, nerves, fast and bustling.?!
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The creation of physical, material and discursive frontiers rein-
forced the cultural and social and economic segregation of the
urban population. This erection of frontiers reinforced the elites’
perception that it was vital to assimilate and incorporate the
backward areas surrounding the modern city through their
absorption into the fabric of civilized society. And one of the
elements that would allow their incorporation was hygiene.
“Ancient” Mexico was habitually defined as dirty, health-endan-
gering, foul-smelling and vice-ridden, and was seen as a threat
to the civilizing endeavours of public health officials, while the
eastern area became the prototype of ancient Mexico and the
southwest the prototype of modern Mexico. *

Throughout the course of the nineteenth century, numerous
laws were passed specitying the measures that had to be imple-
mented to keep the city clean, many of which had been
established since the late colonial period. In 1834, for example,
José Maria Tornel published a bando de policia in which he made
reference to the laws of 1780, 1790, 1791, 1796, and particularly
to one issued in 1822. All of these laws embraced most of the
issues that had to be considered in cleansing the city and improv-
ing its sanitary conditions. The intention of the 1822 law was
much the same as what was attempted during the Porfiriato: all
streets, public fountains and public areas should be adequately
cleansed, all street vendors should clean the streets after selling
their products; all the inhabitants of the city had to clean the
front of their houses and collect all rubbish and fecal waste from
the gutters and open ditches.” During the final decades of the
nineteenth century, it was argued that in spite of legislation that
prohibited the creation of waste dumps in areas not designated
for this purpose, and that made clear that no fecal waste or dead
animals should be dumped in them, waste was generally disposed
of'in any place found convenient by the citadinos. Therefore, it was
not unusual for foreigners to see the city, including the central
area, looking like a disgusting waste site.** In 1886, a Bando sobre
aseo de las vias piblicas de la ciudad de México was published, and its
fourteen sections detailed the provisions all city dwellers had to
comply with in an effort to keep the city clean, tidy and hygienic,
establishing in addition fines and penalties for anyone found to be
urinating in public areas.”® The regulations were to be followed
throughout the city, but the eastern sector was of particular con-
cern, not only because it lacked the most basic public services, but
also because of its proximity to Lake Texcoco.
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As has been shown, the expansion of the city was primarily
towards the west, north and south, not towards the east. The
eastern area of the city was at a lower altitude than the rest of the
city, its land was rich in saltpetre, and it was too close to Lake
Texcoco. It was well known that whenever it rained heavily, all
areas close to the cesspool of the city were bound to become
fully submerged in it. The eastern area of the city remained
neglected and did not become a place of interest, either for basic
urban infrastructure or for the creation of comfortable houses.
In addition, it was inhabited primarily by poor sectors of the
urban population.*

The presence of tainted water inside the city, on its streets,
canals and aqueducts, was a problem that had to be addressed.
Even though many of the canals that crossed the city had been
drained and covered during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, some still remained during the Porfiriato. Canals and
aqueducts were seen as dangerous to public health. Many people
used the canals to dispose of all their litter and waste, and it was
argued that they fouled both water and air. Aqueducts were said
to carry tainted water, and were regarded not only as health-
endangering elements, but also as a physical obstacle to the
expansion of the city and to the construction of roads, avenues
and rail tracks. Nature was seen as an element that had to be
dominated, controlled and civilized. The expansion of the city
meant civilization, inclusion and order, and the canals that swept
along litter and disease, as well as the people who used them as
a means of transport to travel from the outskirts into the central
markets to sell their fruit, vegetables and flowers, had to go.

The desire to tame, civilize or incorporate nature was ulti-
mately linked to the idea of creating a hygienic city, and was not
exclusive to Mexico City. In Buenos Aires, the construction of
a hygienic city began in 1874, after the devastating impact of a
yellow fever epidemic that swept across the city in 1871. In July
1871, five months after the epidemic, Domingo F. Sarmiento
said it was crucial to expel all water from the city, and believed
that the construction of efficient public services would make the
city a healthy environment.?” In Mexico City, it was said that the
“mud and stagnant water mired the dictatorship’s silver dollar
wheels,”?® and in 1878, the press compared Mexico City to the
sea: “the city is a port without a beach.”? In October 1886, most
of the city became a huge lake when more than five hundred
homes were flooded and eight collapsed, many central streets
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became putrid lakes that interrupted traffic and gave oft a ter-
rible stench causing nausea among the city’s inhabitants.”” Due
to the chaos caused by the floods, a new occupation arose in
Mexico City: that of people who carried others across the streets
and charged fifty cents for this service. When water reclaimed
the city, it blurred those precise and distinct margins between
the city and the countryside that the Porfirian elite wanted to
see in place, making nature a threat to the inhabitants and the
built environment.”!

The city’s odours had an important significance, and some
had to be eradicated. In the book EIl Cuarto Poder, written in
1888 by the journalist, politician and writer Emilio Rabasa, the
first chapter is named “La Ciudad de los Palacios,” and the fol-
lowing is the story narrated in its opening paragraphs. Juan de
Quinones is resting in his room trying to get some sleep, and the
sound of an imminent storm makes him remember and feel nos-
talgia for his life in the countryside. But suddenly he is brought
back to reality, to Mexico City and he asks himself: “Where is
this stench coming from? Good bye countryside, flowers, clouds
and scented earth. A terrible stench, capable of producing nausea
and something even more serious suddenly brought me back to
the grotesque reality that surrounded me.”** Juan de Quifiones
goes to the room next to his and asks Don Ambrosio why there
is such a stench:

But tell me, why is there this stench throughout the house?
Well, because it rains — answered Don Ambrosio.
Because it rains? — he replied in disbelief.

Its the sewers — the old man replied — the street sewers. The fact
is that the city has no drainage system, and neither does the Valley
of Mexico, and it shall possess none until the mob that calls itself
Liberal ceases to govern the country. Mexico is the most impor-
tant city of Latin America ... Foreigners become truly admired
when they come to the city. And if when it rains there is a bad
smell, it is not the city’s fault but the fault of those that do not
cleanse it.>

The earlier explanation of how when it rained all the images of
the modern city suddenly collapsed in the face of a terrible smell
that permeated everything reflects a real problem: the stench
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that invaded the city whenever the rain was heavy enough to
make its sewers overflow. This sensitivity to odours was shared
by many doctors who inspected the city and Lake Texcoco, and
bad odours had for a very long time been thought to be a cause
of disease. Thus, the aim of creating an odourless city was linked
to the need to prevent disease and ultimately premature death,
but it also represented a sort of revolution in civic cleanliness
which entailed radical changes in personal cleanliness. So, just
as some visual elements within the urban space had to go or
change, odours which disturbed and caused headaches, nausea
or illness had to be suppressed.

Doctors and hygienists had to make sure that the urban popu-
lation did what was recommended by the dictates of hygiene.
This implied a more thorough control of the activities, social
practices and customs of the urban population. The cleansing of
the city, the creation of boundaries between what was permis-
sible and what was not, had an impact on urban planning and
design: the thrust was to create a city wherein each activity had
a specific place designated for that specific purpose. All of this
took place — as we have seen — at a time when the city was
expanding physically and the population was increasing. Thus,
in order to control many of the unsanitary features of the city
and to find a definitive solution, a thorough investigation of the
Capital was required. To this end, the role played by the mem-
bers of the Superior Sanitation Council was paramount.

Public health officials — as has been mentioned — emerged
from different disciplines, and they managed to create a dis-
course about the city and its inhabitants in which the notions
of order, cleanliness and hygiene were regarded as indispensable
for a comfortable, safe and modern city. Their recommenda-
tions embraced both health issues and the need to educate
the urban population; thus public health encompassed a moral
and an educational dimension.’* Public health officials (hygien-
ists, physicians, engineers, architects and state agencies), and in
particular the members of the Superior Sanitation Council, con-
tributed their expertise and prestige to a project which aimed to
create a truly modern city, and to this end they instigated broad
socio-medical investigations of the city and its inhabitants.
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The Superior Sanitation Council
and the Sanitary Code

The Superior Sanitation Council was the body responsible for all
public health and sanitation issues, and the city became the focus
of investigation of the numerous commissions that formed it. It
was made up not only of doctors or hygienists, but also included
architects and engineers, and the Ministry of the Interior and the
Municipal Council were actively involved. Engineers and archi-
tects embarked on the construction of railroads, ports, canals,
mines, industries, monuments and infrastructural works, such as
the drainage system. It was believed that the drainage system
would protect the capital from flooding and contribute to its
transformation into a clean and hygienic city.” However, along
with the construction of this major public work, it was impera-
tive to control the unsanitary conditions in the city by forcing its
inhabitants to comply with the precepts that hygiene dictated.*

Physicians and engineers were among the most prestigious
professionals who had a keen interest in transforming these
unsanitary conditions. Engineering was one of the most favoured
professions,”” and physicians were also highly praised, although
their number was very small: out of a national population of
13,607,257 Mexicans in 1900, only 2,626 belonged to the med-
ical profession.” Most worked in the capital city, but not all
belonged to the Superior Sanitation Council.

One of the responsibilities of the members of the SSC was to
draw up detailed maps or diagnostics of the city and to ensure
that their recommendations were effectively and efficiently fol-
lowed. These studies described all the sanitary problems they
encountered during their inspections, and through them it is
possible to visualize the model of the ideal city they aimed
at attaining in conjunction with the work done by engineers,
architects and state agencies. However, before discussing the
information they produced, it is important to briefly sketch
how the Council was organized and what activities it was
involved in.

The Superior Sanitation Council was created on 4 January
1841 to replace the Medical Faculty of the Federal District. It
consisted of three doctors, one pharmacist and one chemist, and
its president was the governor of the Department of Mexico.
Its activities included making sure that practising doctors were
adequately qualified; indicating what activities phlebotomists,
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dentists and midwives could be engaged in; and supervising the
quality of medicines produced and sold. It also had to have a close
working relationship with the Municipal Council, visit hospitals,
jails and schools and assess their sanitary conditions and functions.
The members of the Superior Sanitation Council proposed that
each district of the city should have a practising doctor whose
duties would include providing medical care during normal
times and during epidemics and surveying the sanitary condi-
tions of all districts of the city. An important factor in facilitating
those objectives was the division of the city into administrative
and fiscal spatially circumscribed units — cuarteles — in 1782.
During the late nineteenth century, this division continued, and
it was precisely through this geographical partitioning that the
members of the Superior Sanitation Council intended to detect
all that was or could be a threat to public health.”

What began in 1841 was a deliberate attempt to supervise
all matters that could impinge negatively on public health. The
drawing up of medical topographies of each of the eight major
quarters of the city required thorough observations concerning
“the region, housing, people, principal interests, dress, atmo-
spheric constitution [as well as the] physical and moral education
of the inhabitants in [a given] area.”™” Under the constant medi-
cal scrutiny of the various activities and characteristics of urban
life, the writing and diffusion of codes became fundamental and
was linked to the collective life of the nation. Within this pro-
cess, knowledge ceased to concentrate solely on curing ills, but
also embraced the study of the healthy man, that is, the non-sick
man, and led to a definition of the model man.*

In Mexico, the writing and diffusion of codes implied the
intervening power of a medical gaze upon society, and this can
be seen in the 1872 decree issued by the Ministry of the Interior
establishing the Reglamento del Consejo Superior de Salubridad.
These regulations asserted that among its multiple tasks the SSC
was responsible for creating medical statistics, and that, using the
data gathered and the detailed observations of the city, it had to
propose specific measures for public and private hygiene.*

During the first presidency of General Porfirio Diaz (23
November 1876 to 30 November 1880), the Superior Sanitation
Council briefly ceased to be part of the Ministry of the Interior
and was placed under the Junta Directiva de Beneficencia (from
23 January 1877 to 1 July 1879). However, a decree was issued
on 30 June 1879 which stated that the Superior Sanitation
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Council would again be answerable to the Ministry of the
Interior.” According to Porfirio Diaz, the respectability of
the Superior Sanitation Council had been hampered when it
depended on the Junta de Beneficencia, and the 1879 reform
implied that the executive power, through the Ministry of the
Interior, was to supervise the measures taken to remedy the
unsanitary conditions of the city. The health of the city became
identified as one of the major concerns of the nation.

In 1879, the Superior Sanitation Council was also reorga-
nized, and four physicians, one pharmacist, a veterinary surgeon
and six substitutes, were all directly appointed by the govern-
ment. It was also subdivided into twelve permanent commissions
responsible for a separate surveillance of most of the city’s activ-
ities, and had eight sanitary inspectors, one for each of the
eight quarters into which the city was divided. With regard to
the permanent commissions, its members were responsible for
sanitary conditions found in theatres, hospitals, jails and other
places where people gathered; cemeteries, chemical establish-
ments, pharmacies, and other factories and industries; stables,
dairies and all aspects relative to veterinary medicine; food
inspection, sanitary inspection and vaccination; as well as canals,
gutters and sewers.** However, it must be stressed that the
Superior Sanitation Council did not have jurisdiction through-
out the country. Its activities were centred on the Federal
District, and particularly on Mexico City. The functions and
obligations of the members of the SSC went beyond informing
the government of the hygienic problems faced in the city and
among its inhabitants. It was allowed to act when it thought
it was necessary to do so and could ask any other government
department for any information it needed for its work. It also
had to submit annual reports to the Ministry of the Interior, and
these had to include medical statistics on the Federal District.*

The number of commissions of the Superior Sanitation
Council rapidly multiplied in tandem with the expansion of
the city. By 1900, it was subdivided into twenty-three different
commissions, and the collective task they had before them
was enormous.* This new division of the Superior Sanitation
Council reflects the wide-ranging and generalized supervision
that was thought desirable at the time. Through each of these
commissions, it observed, classified and analyzed urban space in
search of the problems that could threaten the health of the urban
population and attempted to eradicate them. In addition, after
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1880, the eight sanitary inspectors of the Superior Sanitation
Council worked to predetermined guidelines, through a stan-
dard questionnaire that all inspectors were required to have with
them during their inspections.”” Using the information made
available by the 1890 census, Table 2 shows the number of
people who lived in each quarter of the city.

Each sanitary inspector made a study of the city, proposed
measures to remedy and/or clean those features or areas that
contributed to the spread of illness and/or premature death, and
thus became an important instrument of political power. This
meant that a small sector of the governing elite attempted to
transform and normalize, through health measures and through
the principles and precepts of personal hygiene, the urban space
and its inhabitants. The control of urban space through health
measures became an important component in the argument
for the prosperity and order by the state and a factor that,
if achieved, would make visible the material evidence of the
modernity of the capital city.

The Superior Sanitation Council also published the Boletin
del Consejo Superior de Salubridad del Distrito Federal and reported
on its various activities and any scientific discovery made in
any part of the world. In its first number, the editorial article
introducing the journal stated that

society, due to a universal law, the law of progress, has attempted
to place the basis for a good administration ... and placing par-
ticular attention to its own preservation, has instituted scientific
bodies to take care of its hygiene and of everything that relates to
public health.®

This inevitable path of society towards progress required appro-
priate institutions capable of dealing with health issues — the
Superior Sanitation Council — and its activities had to be sup-
plemented by an efficient means of disseminating all relevant
information. Thus, the members of the Superior Sanitation
Council decided to follow the example set down by the special-
ized journals in Europe and the United States in an effort to
make all the scientific discoveries and methods relating to public
health as widely accessible as possible.*

Specific legislation in matters of public health and hygiene was
first formulated through the Sanitary Code of the United States
of Mexico (Cédigo Sanitario de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos),
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Table 2: Mexico City’s population by cuartel

according to the 1890 census

Cuartel Population
Cuartel mayor 1 41,004
Cuartel mayor 2 66,892
Cuartel mayor 3 65,007
Cuartel mayor 4 48,155
Cuartel mayor 5 41,777
Cuartel mayor 6 34,254
Cuartel mayor 7 18,323
Cuartel mayor 8 8,953
Total 324,365

Source: “1890 Census,” in Memoria y Encuentros. La Cindad de Mésico y el Distrito Federal (1825-1928).

Edited by Hira de Gortari and Regina Hernindez Franyuti (Mexico City: Departamento del Distrito

Federal — Instituto de Investigaciones Dr. José Maria Luis Mora, 1988), 281.

approved by Congress in 1891. The 1857 Constitution did not
include any law relating to public health, and the Sanitary Code
provided for the first time essential protection for Mexicans. It
was inspired by the Sanitary Code of the State of New York, by
legislation from Chile and Argentina, and by the long tradition
of public health policy in France and England.’® It was made up
of four books and more than 353 articles dealing with all possible
issues that could have any effect on public health. It contained
specific laws that had to be followed by the Federal District and
in the territories of Baja California and Tepic. It also contained
precise legislation for ports and borders, but the different states
of the Republic had the constitutional right and freedom to
adopt these laws or to create their own sanitary codes.”!

Mexico City had an entire book devoted to it, entitled
“Sanitary Administration of the Capital of the Republic,” detail-
ing all the measures that had to be taken in the construction
of homes, factories, theatres or any other place where people
gathered. It also laid down standards for the commercialization
of food and beverages and for hygiene in factories, industries,
and all dangerous, unsanitary or uncomfortable establishments,
as well as for measures that had to be taken during epidemics.*

The Sanitary Code clearly outlined the aims of public health
officials: to create a clean, safe, hygienic city that would foster
the work, enjoyment and tranquility of Mexicans and the
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progress of the nation. Returning to the importance of the writ-
ing and diffusion of codes that led to the institutionalization of
the medical gaze, the Sanitary Code reflects this intrusive and
generalized gaze on the city. Eduardo Liceaga, president of the
SCC argued in 1891 that the conditions found in the city and
throughout the country required that each individual sacrifice
his or her own personal freedom for the benefit of the common
good, and that public administration should reinforce the attain-
ment of collective goals over individual goals.”® To this end, and
in accordance with Article 246 of the Penal Code of 1872, all
public health officials who belonged to the Superior Sanitation
Council had the authority to detain any individual for faults
against public health and to enter any home, factory or com-
mercial establishment while on duty.>*

This clearly illustrates the link established at the time between
public health, policing and detection, as well as the fact that it
was crucial to sanitize the city.” The 1891 Sanitary Code estab-
lished precise guidelines as to what public health officials had to
search for and what measures had to be adopted, and it under-
went two administrative reforms, the first in 1894 and the second
in 1903.°° Given that sanitary inspectors had the legal authority
to enter any establishment or home found to be threatening,
doctors acquired power. This power meant that under medical
scrutiny, urban order had to coincide with the dictates of hygiene
and public safety. Any individual found to be a threat to public
order could be isolated from society, either by shutting off the
home or building, or by placing the individual in a hospital.

In a meeting of the members of the Epidemiology Commission
that took place on 22 December 1909, it was agreed that specific
measures should be adopted to avoid the spreading of a typhus
epidemic. Therefore, any home or room found to have some-
one with typhus was immediately subject to all the measures
that hygiene dictated. The measures to prevent contagion were
as follows: The sick had to be separated from the healthy. The
room had to be cleaned, disinfected and whitened. People in
contact with the sick had to be rubbed down with a substance
capable of killing all parasites. The process was finished by burn-
ing all the miserable pieces of clothing and disinfecting the few
articles fit to be kept rather than destroyed. If the sick person
did not need to be taken to hospital, he/she had to be isolated
in his/her home. The family had to maintain a general level of
cleanliness inside the home, maintain adequate ventilation and
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comply with any suggestion or advice given by the physician
responsible for that home.”” The doctor-inspector additionally
had to give the family a notice detailing the measures that had
to be taken, and a notice had to be placed at the entrance of the
sick-room notifying others of the possible dangers of entering.*®
Because people carrying an infectious disease were not neces-
sarily identifiable, it was necessary to label them by placing a
notice in the house or by having them confined to a restricted
area. The identification of someone as a possible threat was both
a preventive measure and an exclusion, a marginalization.

As can be seen from the previous pages, the work of the
Superior Sanitation Council required very high standards of
organization, administration and responsibility that were not
always met. In addition, it required sufficient investment of capi-
tal by the government in health and sanitation. However, the
allocation of resources during the final decades of the nineteenth
century did not favour public health. In 1878, the government
allocated 4,628 pesos to public health; by 1910, the figure had
increased to 710,232, This meant that in 1878, the amount per
inhabitant was 0.005 of a cent; by 1910, it had increased to 0.5
cents per inhabitant. Of the national budget in 1878, only 0.02
per cent was invested in health, and by 1910, the percentage had
only increased to 0.54.%°

It is important to stress that the members of the Superior
Sanitation Council regarded their activities as the outcome of an
apolitical observation and surveillance: “Political struggles are
completely foreign to the Council, its only concern is its impor-
tant and elevated mission, and it will never descend to engage
its attention in political issues.”® However, their constant sur-
veillance and intervention was political in the sense that their
actions and recommendations within the private and public life
of the city’s inhabitants cannot be understood as something
purely altruistic or charitable. Economic, moral and public order
considerations were involved, not only scientific, medical or
hygienic concerns. Science, medicine and hygiene are not apo-
litical. Nancy Leys Stepan has pointed out that “in the history
of natural sciences, issues that are social and political in charac-
ter get ‘scientized’ (to use an ugly neologism) so that they may
claim an apolitical identity from which are later drawn highly
political conclusions that have considerable authority precisely
because they are based on apparently neutral knowledge.”*!
Following this reference to the political nature of science, it can
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be seen that in Mexico City, it was precisely through legislation,
sanitary codes, standards for building homes, streets, markets
and cemeteries, and recommendations on what were the healthy
ways of living, that the various commissions that comprised the
Superior Sanitation Council and the government attempted to
make the urban space (with its inhabitants) an ordered and pro-
ductive one. However, the actual urban transformations were
neither uniform nor had the power to order urban space or make
it hygienic and modern.

The Memoirs of the Sanitary Inspectors

The memoirs of the eight sanitary inspectors who belonged to
the Superior Sanitation Council consisted of the reports drawn
up by the commissions into which the SCC was subdivided, and
of the information each sanitary inspector had gathered. Each
inspector had to examine every aspect of the area under his
jurisdiction and identify any unsanitary, unhealthy or hazardous
conditions that required the immediate intervention of doctors,
engineers and the government. ** After 1880, the memoirs were
organized following a uniform questionnaire. They all began
by presenting information on various issues, placed under the
heading “Diverse Documents,” followed by the “Reports of
the Sanitary Inspectors,” and finally those of the municipalities.
The report on the cuartel or district began by presenting neutral,
objective and scientifically structured information — statistics
— about the specific area under study.”” What followed was a
detailed description of all the unsanitary elements found. This
generally included matters such as stagnant water; the availabil-
ity of drinking water; the cleansing of streets; open sewers; open
drinking water deposits and whether they were contaminated
or not; the presence of litter and waste; epidemic and non-epi-
demic diseases encountered; the number of people vaccinated
against smallpox and, after 1888, against rabies.®* The sanitary
inspectors also mentioned or detailed the positive improvements
observed, as well as the measures they considered necessary to
achieve a better standard of public health. However, it should
be made clear that when the sanitary inspectors attempted to
establish the main causes of premature death or disease, they
often treated their presence in an imprecise manner. This was
because there was no predominant theory for explaining dis-
ease during this period of transition between the full acceptance
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of the concept of microbes and germs and the gradual discredit-
ing of the environmental theory of miasmas. According to Dr.
Eduard Liceaga, the first formal clash between the defenders of
the concept of miasmas and those who believed in pathogenic
microbes and germs took place in 1876 during the First National
Congress of Physicians. At this conference, the issues dealt with
included the analysis of the unsanitary situation of the valley
and city of Mexico: the lack of drinking water, the sanitary
problems caused by the lack of an adequate drainage and sewer
system, and the need to drain Lake Texcoco, among others.® It
was during the discussions of these issues that opposing points of
view emerged regarding how disease was spread.®® It is therefore
not surprising to find in the reports a constant aversion to mud,
dust and stagnant water, while reference to germs and microbes
was also made. Thus, while some doctors gradually accepted
that it was germs and microbes that spread disease, others con-
tinued to attribute disease to the presence of miasmas. In some
cases the two theories merged, and reference would be made to
germs and microbes, while blame was also attached to the dis-
persion of miasmas from unsanitary areas on air currents, or to
the emanation of miasmas from the land.

The Diagnoses of the City

In 1883, Dr. Ildefonso Velasco, who was then president of the
Superior Sanitation Council, argued that during that year alone
13,221 people had died prematurely, and that most of those
deaths had been caused by contagious diseases. The fear of con-
tagion and the possibility of death due to the spread of disease
was widespread. In 1884, the city was swept by a typhus epi-
demic, and in 1885, in an attempt to prevent a cholera epidemic
from spreading throughout the capital, the SCC expressed that
“all citizens regardless of their social standing, have an interest
in this matter, and we believe that all will attempt to obey the
sanitary prescriptions and to propagate the pertinent informa-
tion to all social classes.”’

In 1893, Dr. Domingo Orvafnanos considered that the follow-
ing epidemic diseases caused the largest numbers of premature
death in Mexico City: cholera, smallpox, scarlet fever, typhus,
pneumonia and diarrhoea, and that the endemic diseases were:
typhus, malaria, rheumatism, smallpox, measles, scarlet fever,
whooping cough and pneumonia.®® Respiratory diseases such as
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tuberculosis, pneumonia and bronchitis and digestive disorders
such as dysentery and diarrhoea caused the largest number of
premature deaths. Respiratory diseases were widespread due
to the lack of adequate housing, as was the tubercle bacillus
— responsible for tuberculosis — easily spread due to the
unsanitary and often overcrowded housing. The main source
of diseases of the digestive system was the lack of clean water
and proper sanitation throughout the city. Cholera and typhoid
fever are also water-borne maladies, and conditions within the
city favoured their presence and propagation. Infant mortality
was predominantly caused by the highly contagious measles,
scarlet fever and smallpox.”” However, among the most feared
diseases was typhus, or tabardillo mexicano, which was highly con-
tagious and transmitted by lice, rat fleas and mites, and which
prevailed in overcrowded unsanitary conditions. Between 1900
and 1909, the registered number of people who died prema-
turely in Mexico City was 28,686, as Table 3 shows.

While most diseases were explained as resulting from cor-
rupted air and impure water, the inclusion of germs into studies
of the origin and spread of disease led to the expansion of
the schema of possible dangers and reinforced the association
between dirt and disease. Mexican doctors of the late nine-
teenth century became alert to a host of new dangers —
invisible to man — but present throughout the city, in all
homes and all rooms. Therefore, not only was the city patholo-
gized, but each and every house and individual was considered
a latent threat.

The Capital of the nation was described as the most unsanitary
and dirty city in the entire world. Thus, on the one hand, there
was a genuine medical concern, and on the other, one that
had more to do with the image the Capital had. And indeed,
the image of the city was constantly undermined by a range
of factors. Most streets had no pavement, and when it rained
the streets became rivers of mud. In the centre of the city
most streets were paved, but during the rainy season they often
became shallow canals. Water was not the only element that
made the city a foul-smelling and dangerous place. Some public
markets were well known for their unsanitary conditions —
Santa Catarina, Volador, San Lucas and Baratillo — among
them. It was not unusual to find large amounts of litter on the
streets and, occasionally, dead animals that remained exposed
for days until the waste collection and disposal service arrived.”
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Many people had to sleep on the streets due to the lack
of housing, and those who did have a home often lived in
crowded conditions in buildings that were old and badly built or
preserved. Much of the population was engaged in street com-
merce, selling fruit, cooked food, raw meat and fruit- flavoured
water on street corners. This commerce could not function in
remotely hygienic conditions, and the vendors had no licence
to sell products and paid no taxes. And if all that were not
enough, the city was plagued with pulquerias “whose absurd
names underscored the contrast with the ‘civilized” world.””

During the late nineteenth century, the high level of alcoholism
among the urban population led some prominent figures, such as
Julio Guerrero, to state that alcoholism caused the degeneration
of the Mexican race and increased the crime rate.”” In 1901, there
were 946 pulquerias open during the day and 365 open only in
the evening, that is, there was one pulqueria per 307 inhabitants
and, by contrast, only 34 bakeries, one bakery per 30 pulquerias,
and 321 butchers, one per thousand inhabitants.”” Some public
health officials argued that the owners of pulquerias should not be
forced to install public toilets, because the efficient functioning
and thorough cleanliness required would never be maintained due
to their uneducated public.”* For the Porfirian elite, all the ele-
ments so far mentioned were considered detrimental both to
the image of the modern city and to the general well-being of
the population. In 1899, the newspaper El Mundo stressed that
the image of the modern city was constantly shattered by the
presence of elements such as narrow, dirty and foul-smelling cul-
de-sacs, street vendors and tenement buildings.”

Another major problem was that the social behaviour, customs
and practices of the majority of the population were regarded
as inappropriate to a clean and modern city. What particularly
worried the members of the Superior Sanitation Council was
the lack of cleanliness of the urban population. Not only was the
city filthy, but most of its inhabitants were seen as dirty and as
possible carriers of some sort of disease. Thus, the dirtiness of the
city was equated by public health officials and foreigners alike
with the dirtiness of the people. Protestant Anglo-American
travelers often described the country and its people as primitive
and backward, and portrayed the Mexican people as “a weak,
effete, mongrel, withered race,” added remarks about the lack
of cleanliness and wondered how the Mexican people could
“survive so long in unwholesome conditions.””
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Both the independent national press, and that subsidized by
the government, referred to the dirtiness of the streets, to the
infected air the inhabitants were forced to breathe, and to the
tainted water of its remaining canals. In guides to the city, writ-
ten by both foreign and national travelers, it was emphasized
that in spite of the erection of impressive public buildings and
monuments, the dirtiness of its people destroyed the “modern”
atmosphere, reminding travelers — and also a minority of
Mexicans — that they were indeed not in Paris or London, but
in Mexico City.

In addition, bathing was said to be a rare experience among
the urban poor: at the turn of the century there was one public
bathhouse per fifteen thousand inhabitants.”” However, there
was one day of the year that was seen by many national and
foreign observers as a miraculous date: 24 June, the day of Saint
John the Baptist, when, according to the tradition of the festival,
most Mexicans bathed. However, on that day, bathing was seen
as being the result of religious ritual rather than of the science
of hygiene.”®

Another major health hazard was the adulteration of food:
bakeries sold biscuits leavened with lead chromate; milk was
regularly diluted with dirty water and thickened with animal
brains discarded by the slaughterhouses and butchers; cat or dog
meat were sold as beef; and often coffee was mixed with chick-
peas and bread crumbs.”

The various commissions of the Superior Sanitation Council
were aware of these problems, as well as of the overcrowded and
unsanitary conditions that prevailed not only in popular housing
but also in jails and hospitals. For instance, the Epidemics
Commission placed special emphasis on preventing the spread
of diseases such as cholera, yellow fever, tuberculosis, typhus and
smallpox in hospitals, prisons, and other places of confinement.™
This commission worked closely with the vaccination commis-
sion; in 1888, the Instituto Antirrabico was created, and between
1888 and 1891 407 people were vaccinated against rabies.

In addition, a free service for the diagnosis of tuberculosis and
typhoid fever was set up, and between 1900 and 1904, 12,735
homes were disinfected, as well as 19,288 rooms and 179,342
items of clothing belonging to people who had been in contact
with or had had typhus, yellow fever or tuberculosis.*’ However,
in 1905, after a typhus epidemic, the health authorities issued a
set of sanitary measures to be adhered to by the urban popula-
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tion. And once more, the emphasis was on ordering the people
to clean the city, their homes, themselves, and to change their
habits and day-to-day practices.*” Some measures dealt specifi-
cally with the enforcement of precise legislation governing the
activities of the urban population. Other measures involved the
provision of public services and basic urban infrastructure. Yet
others implied a more thorough degree of control over, or intru-
sion of the medical profession into, the lives and social practices
of the poorest sectors of the urban population; for instance,
people were taken to the police station and forced to bathe, and
beggars were removed from the city’s streets.

Overcrowding was regarded as one of the main elements
that contributed to the presence and spread of disease. In 1882,
the journal of the Municipal Council, El Municipio Libre, pub-
lished a detailed report on the measures that had to be taken
by everyone in order to avoid succumbing to cholera, and the
emphasis was placed on avoiding large gatherings and over-
crowding wherever possible.*’

In 1895, Dr. Domingo Orvananos referred to the horrible
and disgusting promiscuity and dangerous social consequences
that could be observed in tenement buildings due to overcrowd-
ing. According to him, more than a hundred thousand people
lived in tenement buildings where humidity, darkness and
filth prevailed.** In addition, because pollution and contagion
often began in the home, the individual body was regarded
as a potential pollutant, and therefore overcrowding had to be
avoided. Of particular concern were the dwellings of the poor,
because they were said to be a source of epidemic disease and
to constitute a threat to the well-being and health of all social
classes.® In 1901, the report of Vicente Montes de Oca, sanitary
inspector of the Second Quarter, considered the housing prob-
lems in this area of the city to be serious due to the number
of inhabitants — 70,239.%¢ He suggested that in order to avoid
overcrowding in buildings and homes, it was necessary to build
hygienic, cheap and segregated housing for the proletarians.®’

The threat posed by overcrowding was also pointed out by Dr.
Bernaldez, sanitary inspector of the Sixth Quarter, who stated
that it was imperative to prevent excessive proximity of people
— five, six or more people sharing a room. He also considered
that certain material elements of all dwellings had to be modi-
fied; for instance, he suggested that they had to possess paved
floors and bathrooms, and explicitly asserted that no one should
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have animals inside the household.®® The presence of roaming
animals inside the homes within the city represented a threat to
health and blurred the distinction between city and countryside
which the Porfirian elite was eager to impose upon the capital.

Doctor Bernaldez also suggested that clothes should not be
left to dry in the patios but in the azoteas, because the sight of
them at the entrance or on the top floor of a tenement building
or home was not pleasant, and also because in the patios the air-
borne miasmas would be more easily inhaled by people.” But
above all, the recommendations aimed to transform the work-
ing and social practices of the urban population and to attain a
marked segregation of functions inside the private space — the
home. The aim was to make space — be it private or public —
segregated, giving each activity a specially designated site. This
segregation of activities was to affect the entire city. *°

Health considerations went far beyond the realm of public
health and became an instrument through which, in the name
of the collective health of the city, public health officials aimed
to alter the private lives, practices, customs and behaviour of
the urban population. Thus, when physicians and hygienists
considered questions of order and health, the realms of moral-
ity, disease and crime easily overlapped. In order to restrain
the development of disease, it was necessary to ensure that
the recommendations made by the Superior Sanitation Council
were followed by all the urban population, but particularly
by the slum-dwelling poor. What took place within private
space — the home — was continually checked by public health
officials, and all streets and public spaces were also subject to
constant laws and regulation.”

In 1905, the sanitary inspector of the Third Quarter, Dr.
Manuel Soriano, began his report by reflecting on the difficul-
ties and problems responsible citizens like himself continuously
encountered in the battle for a clean and decent capital. Although
his ideas are detailed, it is important to quote him at length,
because they sum up the notions held at the time by public
health officials, and show how their mission was associated with
or defined as a war:

The application of hygiene in our country has hardly begun, and
the labor which the Council has been doing since it was created
is arduous, almost verging on the unbelievable, given that our
Capital inherited from our ancestors all the vices of organization

N



1

Chapter Three

P

in the home, in the streets and in the dwellings; given that the

destitute take little care of themselves, of their family and relatives
around them. Through its popular publications, by corrective
measures, by persuasion, by entreaty, perhaps finally by violence,
the Council has wanted to impose the means to preserve health,
to prevent disease, to give to the country hereafter healthy and
strong individuals who can serve their families in the home, their
fellow men in society, their country, in short, defending their
country when it is attacked, and when not, working ceaselessly
for its advancement and progress, and to achieve this desired goal,
there is public and private hygiene.”

According to Soriano, the struggle was against all kinds of
obstacles, some moral, others physical, and some even heredi-
tary. The members of the Superior Sanitation Council had tried
to correct the bad habits of the people through all sorts of pro-
cedures, through education or even violence when necessary.
The idea of having healthy people who benefit the nation and
its economic progress is clearly spelled out by this inspector, as
well as the role assumed by public health officials of instigating
a thorough hygienic and moral reform of the Mexican people.
Alan Knight has pointed out that during the Porfiriato much
stress was laid on the “inherent defects of ‘the people,” and that
if solutions were sought at all, “they often belonged to the realm
of education and propaganda, which might complement the old
resort to coercion.””

However, a serious problem the city faced was the lack of an
abundant supply of drinking water, a problem that persists to
this day. Manuel Soriano mentioned that the lack of water
was particularly worrying, and that twenty-four streets in the
Third Quarter had no water at all, and although he knew that
102 wells were in operation at various points, their conditions
were defined as being far from adequate.”* Many public wells
throughout the city were infected by cesspool seepage and not
maintained at all, and they were a real threat to the health
of those who drank or cooked with the water. It was widely
believed, as Soriano pointed out, that the cleansing of the streets
with this water was a sure way to spread disease. The two main
diseases in the Third Quarter of the city were typhus and small-
pox. The total number of people reported to have had typhus
was 145: sixty-nine male and seventy-six female, and Soriano
explained the causes as follows:
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From sunstroke, 7 cases; from contagion, 16 cases; from cold, 38

cases; from damp, 16 cases; from infection, 53 cases and in 15
cases the cause is unknown. From this small picture it can be
deduced that infection and cold make up the largest contingent:
the first is impregnated in those who are poverty-stricken ..., and
the latter from the lack of shelter and heat in the dwellings.”

Soriano considered that the highest incidence of typhus was
found among the urban poor, and that from there it could
extend to all social classes. Not only were the causes of typhus
confusing, but the wish to blame the possible spread of typhus
on the poor shows how a specific sector of the urban popula-
tion was thought to be a source of disease. For Soriano, epi-
demics always began in the dwellings of the poor because they
paid little or no attention to the principles of private and public
hygiene. *® Persuasion and even threats were the weapons that
hygienists employed against the social practices of the city’s pop-
ulation, and physicians hoped that future generations would
transform their habits and customs through education.”

The expansion of the city, as has been mentioned, was
enhanced by the construction of a communications infrastruc-
ture, including rail tracks, which created internal divisions
within the capital. Doctor Salvador Quevedo y Zubieta, the
sanitary inspector of the Seventh Quarter, was of the opinion
that the expansion of the city in this area had produced very
contrasting results. This quarter was made up of two main sec-
tions, one to the east and the other to the west. This clear-cut
division created by the stations, offices and rail tracks of the
Ferrocarriles Centrales and Mexicano, was described as follows
by Quevedo y Zubieta:

These areas differ much from the hygienist point of view. In
the east — the colonia Guerrero — the population is denser and
poorer than in the west (the colonias San Cosme and Santa Maria).
In the east there are many tenements that with their human
crowds in sombre, damp and badly ventilated hovels seem to
be constantly defying Sanitation and its Superior Council, how-
ever much they are subjected to repeated inspections. In the
west private houses with modern constructions prevail, in which
hygienic conditions are more feasible. Nevertheless, among
them there are many remains of the old collective kind of
housing and toward the boundaries of the colonia Santa Maria
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the provisional houses awaiting reconstruction multiply, the

divided-up properties, some inhabited by tenants, others by war-
dens, all living in a primitive way in the company of the farmyard
animals that are reared there.”

The above statement shows how within the same quarter some
colonias had better services and housing than others, indicating
the segregation of the population along economic lines. The
agent of division between the eastern and western areas of this
quarter was the railroad. The rail tracks invading the city led
to the erection of physical barriers in areas of the city that until
then had had no internal borders. The sanitary inspector also
mentioned that many barrios or pueblecitos extra-muros existed,
and named San Miguel Nonoalco and Atlampa. He stated that
because these barrios were outside what was considered to be
the urban perimeter, they had no access to the drinking water
or sewers that areas “inside” the city had or should have. The
publecitos extra-muros were defined as “total barbarism at the
threshold of our incipient culture of hygiene.””” The threat of
backwardness and filth was just at the city gates. Sarmiento in
Argentina had referred to the desert that surrounded the city as a
latent threat; in Mexico City, the threat was identified with the
regions that remained at the margins of the modern city.

Quevedo y Zubieta also recommended bridging the divide
created by the railway tracks, a division that was detrimental to
the prosperity of the entire area, and attacked the disruption and
chaos brought about by the railways, the symbol of economic
progress. He suggested that the task of solving the problems cre-
ated by the rail tracks fell to the engineer, and that the hygienist
simply made general recommendations.'”” However, during this
period, engineers, physicians and hygienists worked very closely
together, and on most occasions it was the public works carried
out by engineers that fulfilled the demands made by public
health officials.

The images of the city presented by public health officials
were as important as statistics, and the numbers of people who
were ill or had died were used to give authority to their obser-
vations. The careful and constant observation of the city was
at the core of public health officials’ activities, and these stud-
ies, as has been shown, tried to be more than mere descriptions,
more than naturalist snapshots of the capital. Through them
the officials aimed to present the problems and propose possible
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solutions. However, the studies revealed truly deplorable situ-
ations, and the language used in them was generally rich in
adjectives and moral undertones. They managed to shock the
reader, to influence public opinion and aimed to highlight social
pathologies of the social organism (of society). They were per-
suasive and aroused concern, and public health officials believed
that their research was carried out according to scientific proce-
dures and rules.

The image of the modern city, seen through medical eyes,
had to be clean and odourless and free from visible overcrowd-
ing, conditions which assumed the thorough observation and
classification of most activities taking place in the city. Through
the reports or memoirs of the Superior Sanitation Council, it has
been possible to see how the city looked, and how it had to look,
and why so many different aspects of urban life were taken into
consideration. The city had to have a degree of uniformity in
its appearance and in its functioning. To this end, public health
officials contributed their knowledge by pinpointing everything
that was wrong; engineers contributed their plans and projects
for public works, public buildings and monuments; architects
and artists, their sculptures and other works of art; foreigners,
their capital and engineering expertise.

An important achievement for the modern city was the abil-
ity to control epidemic disease and contagious illnesses. The
impact that contagious diseases, and in particular epidemic out-
breaks, had on the city was widespread, and it involved all the
population in some way or another: succumbing to disease,
having a member of the family, a friend or an acquaintance who
was ill; being unable to work or socialize. It also stigmatized
the diseased individual, in particular if he/she was poor. This
period was one when the association between disease and dirt
was firmly established and when it fully permeated the discourse
of physicians and hygienists. Both dirt and disease were danger-
ous elements that had to be eradicated or placed under control.
A healthy urban population was indispensable for the economy
and meant that the productive process was unaftected by dis-
ease. However, the reports submitted by the sanitary inspectors
show that it was believed that ignorance, lack of morality and
carelessness within the majority of the urban population con-
stituted the main obstacles to attaining a truly hygienic city.
It was thought that through education, many of the social cus-
toms would change and that once people adhered to hygienic
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principles, the city would benefit enormously. It was not enough
for doctors to identify the hazards encountered; it was necessary
to educate the people, to cultivate in them a “hygienic instinct”
based on science, rather than superstition or religion."!

So far, this study has not dealt with the deliberate changes
to the physiognomy of the city, such as the erection of public
buildings and monuments, or the architectural styles adopted in
specific colonias, or the importance of new systems of terrestrial
communication, in terms of the overall functioning of the city.
Neither has it examined the importance of monuments to the
image of the modern city. Instead it has attempted to present
the aspects of Mexico City that were incompatible with this
image. However, a key aspect of Porfirian Mexico City was
the establishment of a correspondence between the urban land-
scape and the image of order and progress that the elite had
forged of itself.'"?

Therefore, the next chapter will examine how specific areas
of the city were deliberately transformed by the construction
of public buildings and monuments. It will examine how this
localized urban design was inspired by the model of European
capital cities, such as Paris and London, and how the Porfirian
elite thought of a modern city as a clean and monumental one.
The symbolic significance of the city as a centre of political
and economic power, order and culture led some sectors of
the urban population to consider its expansion as tangible and
visible proof of the era of order and progress in which they were
living. On 9 August 1887, the editorial of EI Municipio Libre was
proud to state that, for some time

we have observed with satisfaction, that in the accounts that
are published about travels to Mexico, and in particular to the
Capital of the Republic, those passionate and unjust appraisals
have ceased, inspired only by the impression of the moment, and
which made us look like as savage nation, living in towns bereft

of all that which forms the basis of comfort and culture.!®

How that modernity, culture and cleanliness was built into a
city that the Porfirian regime was eager to display to nationals
and foreigners alike will be explored in the following chapter.



The Modern City

he unsanitary conditions in the capital and the unfa-

vourable geographic location on which it was built led

to the exacerbation of public health problems, to thor-
ough surveys of the city, and to numerous laws and regulations
that aimed to cleanse the city and keep it ordered and hygienic
throughout the year. The image of the modern city required
cleanliness and hygiene, but it was also important to display the
modernization of the country, its political stability and the prog-
ress achieved in the arts, industry and science. The best way
to do this was by building monuments to honour the men and
the heroic actions that had been important in the formation of
the nation, and to this end, numerous statues and monuments
were unveiled by the government. In 1892, the newspaper El
Universal stated that the mania for erecting statues was acquiring
epidemic proportions.' Public space was being modernized.

The attempt to transform the appearance of the city and endow
it with prestige and originality led to the deliberate altering of
the urban landscape on specific sites. The prime site was the new
locus of power that traversed the modern city, the Paseo de la
Reforma. This chapter will look at public space not as a neutral
site, but as a site “embedded with politics and ideology, both real
and imagined, which afford space with the contextualisation of
power.”” Through the construction of monuments, the modern
city became the site where the symbols of power were displayed
and reinforced, and monuments were regarded not only as con-
crete representations of the nation and of its modernity, but also
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as vehicles for the education of the Mexican people. Additionally,
monumental space, as well as avenues, plazas and gardens, became
identified as areas that would promote the relaxation, morally
suitable amusement, hygiene and health of the city’s inhabitants.

Towards the Secular City

The expansion of the city began during the late 1850s and
1860s and led to profound changes following the secularization
of urban property. The Lerdo Law (issued by Miguel Lerdo
de Tejada in 1856) and the Laws of Reform (issued by Benito
Juarez, 7 July 1859) decreed the suppression of communal Indian
landholdings as well as the restriction of ecclesiastical rights over
private ownership. When this law came into force in 1861, the
Church’s wealth was valued at approximately 150 million pesos.?
Many ecclesiastical buildings were re-utilized by the state for
non-religious purposes, and churches, convents and hospitals
were employed as schools, municipal and government buildings,
public offices, museums and libraries. The aim was to transform
the city into a secular city and to imprint upon public space the
power of the secular state. However, due to lack of resources
and political instability throughout most of the second half of
the nineteenth century, the construction of new buildings, both
by the government and by private individuals, was very limited.
The only architectural genre that did not decline throughout
the century was funerary architecture.* The uninterrupted con-
struction of tombs and the re-utilization of ecclesiastical build-
ings were accompanied by the demolishing of churches and
convents as the century advanced.

The secularization of urban property and land was part of an
attempt to forge a national identity within the urban landscape,
and the secularization of cultural expressions led to a search for
historical heroes and events that would legitimize the emergence
of the liberal, secular and independent nation-state. In Mexico
City, the religious names of streets and plazas gradually gave way
to civilian names ratifying those in power or those who had made
possible the separation between Church and state. Religious festi-
vals and celebrations were also gradually supplemented by others
that had a more civic character. Public sites such as avenues, parks
and plazas became the places where these celebrations would take
place and where the monuments that narrated the national, secu-
lar and official version of Mexico’s history would stand.
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The deliberate use of public space to reaffirm the nation did
not begin during the Porfiriato, but it was then when secular
and national symbols of Mexico as an independent and modern
nation were erected in the capital. Before the final decades of the
nineteenth century, there were numerous attempts to secular-
ize public space and to reinforce the idea of the nation, and
not only were convents and churches demolished, but plans
and projects were submitted to create monuments, statues and
other symbols representing the nation.” In 1862, for instance,
the government decided to commemorate its triumph against
the French in Puebla during the battle of 5 May by establishing
that date as a national festival, and it also planned to erect two
monumental fountains in the Alameda. One of the fountains
was to be named “5th of May” Fountain.® The enthusiasm fol-
lowing Mexico’s victory in the Battle of Puebla was short-lived,
and during the French Empire (1864—67), Emperor Maximilian
attempted to strengthen his reign and to gain supporters through
the construction of public monuments, by remodelling certain
areas of the city as well as the Castle of Chapultepec, the
Imperial residence.” He also commissioned artists to paint large
historical works, and Santiago Rebull undertook a series of por-
traits of the heroes of Independence, including Hidalgo, Morelos
and Iturbide. On 14 June 1864, Maximilian expressed his wish
to build a monument to Mexico’s Independence. The first stone
was placed upon the Plaza Mayor, or Zocalo, by his wife Carlota
on 16 September 1864. However, this project was abandoned
and a new competition was publicized in September 1865.%

By November it was known that the competition had been
won by engineer Ramén Rodriguez Arangoity, but his project
was abandoned, and manpower and resources from the Ministry
of Development, through its Departamento de Inspeccién de
Caminos, were allocated for the construction and repair of
streets, avenues, bridges, and for the long-awaited drainage
system for the city. It was also during the French Empire that the
Paseo del Emperador (renamed Paseo de la Reforma in 1872)
was built, a site selected by the Porfirian regime to become the
visible centre of the country.

The construction of the Paseo del Emperador began in 1864
and was concluded the following year. It was built in response
to the need for an adequate means of communication between
the Castle of Chapultepec and the centre of the city. The new
boulevard ran in a straight line from the castle to the statue of
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Charles IV, and was built for the personal use of the Emperor by
the urban developer Francisco Somera.” The Paseo had a length
of 3,435 metres and a width of eighteen metres, and each pave-
ment was nine metres wide. The source of inspiration for this
paseo, or boulevard, has been attributed to the boulevards in
Paris constructed under Emperor Napoleon III by the Prefect
of Paris, George Eugéne Haussmann.' It has also been stated
that Maximilian was influenced by the urban reforms initiated
in Austria by his brother, the Emperor Franz Josef, and in par-
ticular by the construction of the Ringstrasse in Vienna, which
replaced the encircling walls of the Austrian capital.'’ Leaving
aside the question of whether what influenced Maximilian was
the French or the Austrian example, what must be stressed is
that the construction of this avenue was not part of a thorough
or comprehensive urban design, as was the case with the urban
reforms of Paris. The construction of the Paseo del Emperador
was carried out to solve a practical problem, as there was no
adequate road linking the Imperial residence and the centre
of the city. This new axis of communication had important
implications for the future expansion of the city. The symbolic
importance of the central district of the city throughout its his-
tory was shifted to this new site during the Porfiriato. The
expansion and direction of the city followed its course, and so
did real estate speculation and construction. The modern city
was built along and across this boulevard, and this area served
the purpose of giving the upper middle classes a place in which
to assert their cultural and economic identity apart from the
people at large, particularly the indigenous and poor sectors of
the urban population.'

After the Restoration of the Republic in 1867, the Paseo
del Emperador was renamed Calzada Degollado, and on 19
February 1872, Benito Juirez changed its name to Paseo de la
Reforma and declared it to be for the use of all citizens, whether
on foot, horse or any other means of transport. By 1872, the
Paseo de la Reforma’s dimensions were almost the same as
they had been in 1866: 3,460 metres in length, eighteen metres
in width for animal-drawn vehicles and nine metres on each
pavement for pedestrians. It also had numerous trees, including
486 willows and seventeen ash trees. During the presidency of
Sebastian Lerdo de Tejada (1872—76), more trees were planted
on its pavements, benches were set out for the relaxation of visi-
tors, the president encouraged civic leaders to formulate plans
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for its beautification, and a monument to Cristobal Coldén was
donated by railroad entrepreneur Antonio Escandén in 1873 to
commemorate the opening of his railroad to Veracruz that same
year.”” This monument was erected and unveiled on the Paseo
de la Reforma in 1877.

To walk along the Paseo during the last years of the Porfiriato
constituted an educational experience, as historical monuments
were placed along the glorietas and on the pavement of this long
avenue. Many homes also adopted architectural styles not seen
before in the city, and the visual changes in the capital were
greeted as tangible evidence of the modernity of the country.
Before examining these monuments, their purpose and sym-
bolic meaning, the next section will briefly explore how the
modernity of the city was highlighted by looking at some of the
descriptions of it written during the Porfiriato.

The Image of the Modern City

During the last decades of the nineteenth century and from
1900 to 1910, numerous accounts were written by Mexicans and
foreigners commenting on the material progress that was being
achieved in the capital city." Some descriptions approached the
city from a bird’s-eye view, narrowing the focus as the gaze
descended to a key site; others would approach the city from
the outskirts, from the countryside to the suburbs and from
there to the centre, where the Cathedral and Plaza Mayor
stood. Constant emphasis was placed on its modern aspect, the
importance of the physical changes brought about since Porfirio
Diaz had been in power. In guides to the city, everything was
reviewed: its streets, canals, avenues, railway tracks, railway
stations, government buildings, industries, days of celebration
(religious or secular), schools, markets, theatres, sports, profes-
sions, dress, food; many were accompanied by maps, illustra-
tions, engravings, photographs and cartes de visite."> While the
detailed review of some of the elements mentioned above could
not omit reference to the inhabitants of the city, or to the
numerous setbacks the modernizing project in fact had suftered,
such as the eternal flooding of the city, many photographs and
illustrations accompanying the texts presented views of an unin-
habited city." The emphasis was placed on its avenues, build-
ings, railways stations and monuments; in other words, stress
was placed on capturing the evidence of progress."”
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Adolfo Prantl and José Groso defined the city in 1901 as
uninhabited, as a city formed by a multiplicity of fragments as
described in the following words:

In the same way as looking through the lens of a kaleidoscope,
the following is seen when viewing the city: high and low roofs,
shop signs, fragments of facades, many-colored walls, bright pas-
sageways with flowerpots of geraniums, roses, jasmine and helio-
tropes, high windows with thin white curtains, large green
patches — our gardens that embalm the atmosphere — , wind-
mills, towers, water tanks, and in short, a motley coloring of
many things ... and afterwards ... a very extensive plain which
surrounds the city and in which the lakes of Texcoco, Chalco and
Xochimilco and the canals of the Viga and of San Lazaro shine
like glittering mirrors."

This fragmented perception of the city presented an image of
constant visual change, and all the foul-smelling water of Lake
Texcoco, and indeed that within the city, simply did not exist.
Neither its people nor its sanitary problems were mentioned. By
the turn of the century, it was still possible to see the whole of
the city from above. Some photographs taken during the last
two decades of the nineteenth century and the beginning of this
century by Guillermo Kahlo and Hugo Brehme show that the
central part of the city could be traversed and explored on foot
and that most colonias could be reached by the use of streetcars.
In the city’s centre, most buildings were of a uniform height,
that is, most were no taller than three or four floors, some had
balconies that looked out on the streets, the roofs were flat, and
the only visual elements that stood out among the buildings
were the towers of the churches and of the Cathedral. From the
roof of any three- or four-storey building, the mountains encir-
cling the valley could be clearly seen, and even at ground level
they could be seen on the horizon.

Some photographs also showed that some areas were under-
going profound changes, causing disruption to the day-to-day
activities of the population. The construction of new public and
governmental buildings, large commercial stores and an under-
ground system of sewers and drainage made sectors of the city
look like huge building sites. Everyday activities taking place
in the numerous open markets, the traffic of the street vendors
and water carriers, and of bureaucrats going from one office
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to another, coexisted with the work of the numerous builders,
architects, engineers and physicians who supervised the con-
struction of public works and buildings. The sounds of church
bells were accompanied by the sounds street vendors, trains,
machines and the large number of workers who operated them.

The most exclusive and fashionable colonias were located along
both sides of the Paseo de la Reforma. They were the colonias La
Teja, Paseo, Americana, Nueva del Paseo, Juirez, Cuauhtémoc,
Roma and Condesa. The land on which the colonia Cuauhtémoc
was built had been bought and divided from the Hacienda de la
Teja (its original name having been Stilwell Place, but changed
to colonia Cuauhtémoc to honour the memory of the last Aztec
emperor).” This area of the city gradually came to acquire
most public services, such as drinking water and sewers, and its
paved streets were named Roma, Milan, Lucerna, Dinamarca,
Hamburgo, Londres, Berlin and Amazonas. The colonia Roma
was built following the French urban model of mid-nineteenth
century Paris, which stressed the presence of wide avenues (bou-
levards), éroiles, fountains and well-kept gardens. The colonia
Condesa was built on land that had belonged to the Hacienda de
la Condesa and linked the city to the municipality of Tacubaya.

Photographs also allowed the families living in the modern
city to display their lifestyle and sense of well-being. Photographs
of interiors emphasized material possessions, and the Mexicans
and foreigners who lived in the most prestigious colonias imported
all sorts of furniture and prefabricated decorative elements, such
as lamps, pianos, furniture, carpets, curtains, paintings, marble
and/or bronze statues, fountains, silver and glass.>” Many houses
in the modern colonias displayed a range of architectural styles,
and according to Israel Katzman the predominant style was
eclecticism.?" The multiplicity of architectural styles and materi-
als accompanying the construction fever that swept across some
areas of the capital can be appreciated by briefly examining some
of them.

From the 1870s onward, plans were drawn up for railway sta-
tions in the city, and many began to adopt the use of visible iron
for their structures. Iron was also used to make street lamps and
benches in parks and gardens, and for the construction of kiosks
in central plazas and private gardens. In 1878, an iron kiosk was
placed in the centre of the Plaza Mayor or Zdcalo, and from
that date many squares in other cities began to adopt the same
fashion. The use of iron also made it possible to construct taller
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buildings and to support monuments. The first building to be
entirely built with iron structures was the Centro Mercantil
(1896—97). Another building that incorporated iron into its
structure was the department store El Palacio de Hierro (1889),
as well as the Teatro Nacional (Palacio de Bellas Artes),
the Palacio Legislativo (which became the Monumento a la
Revolucién), the Edificio de Correos and the building of the
Secretaria de Comunicaciones, all begun between 1900 and
1910. Some architects and engineers also began to adopt the
fashion of building homes with mansard roofs, as in the case of
the house of the Branift family on the Paseo de la Reforma, built
in 1888 by the English architect Charles S. Hall. Between 1890
and 1900, this style was also used in other houses, including the
house of José Yves Limantour, in the jewel store La Esmeralda,
in commercial buildings and in the roof of the railway station
Interocéanico. Other styles that made their presence felt in the
city were the Neo-Gothic, such as the Edificio Central de
Correos built by the Italian architect Adamo Boari (1902—06), as
well as the Baroque, the Muslim, Art Nouveau and Romantic.*
An important innovation of the time was the use of pre-His-
panic figures and decorative elements. The Indigenista or neo
pre-Hispanic style first appeared in the city with the monu-
ment to Cuauhtémoc and with the statues of the Aztec kings
Ahuitzotl and Itzcdatl, all erected on the Paseo de la Reforma.
The Porfirian peace and the relative stability of the economy
allowed the government to invest large amounts of capital in the
material embellishment of Mexico City. The embellishment of
the capital — or more precisely of specific areas of the city —
sent strong messages to the Mexican people, among them that
their capital was truly a modern capital of the world on the path
of progress. The embellishment of the capital was also for for-
eign consumption, and this was ultimately linked to the need
to attract and secure foreign investment. Even though the city
lacked a very strong or dominant industrial establishment, it was
the centre of political and economic decision making. It was also
the centre of distribution of domestic production and the focus
of all railway lines. The capital housed the richest sectors of
Mexico’s population, and therefore concentrated income, and it
also contained all the banks, which produced all of the country’s
bank notes in 1885, and still almost two thirds of the national
total in 1910. In addition, ninety-two percent of all credit
was extended in the Federal District in 1890, and seventy-four
percent even in 1911, after state banks had been established.?
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Additionally, it had foreign investors, who were the prime
movers behind the country’s major banks. To a great extent,
Mexico City’s financial supremacy was at the expense of the rest
of the country.? The resources allocated to public works and
communications infrastructure between 1877 and 1910 bene-
fited directly or indirectly the capital of the country. The total
investment amounted to 1,036.9 million pesos and was dis-
tributed as follows: “286 million pesos of private funds, 667
millions of foreign companies and 83.9 millions invested by
the government.” Of the 286 millions of private investment,
“92 were spent in Mexico City, 64 were for the rest of the
country and the remaining 130 million pesos of general invest-
ments favored the Federal District.”” Of the investment in
infrastructural works by private funds, primarily foreign cap-
ital, ten million pesos were destined for the construction of
electric trams in the Federal District, electricity and telephone
services in Mexico City received twelve million pesos, and for-
eign capital for Federal banks and State banks without Federal
concessions amounted to ninety million pesos.*® With regard to
the infrastructural works contracted by the government with
foreign capital, Table 4 shows the importance of foreign invest-
ment for the efficient functioning of the city.

Without underestimating the industrial, financial and com-
mercial role of the city, which has been studied in numerous
books and articles,”” and which is not the subject of this work,
what must be stressed is the importance for the city of the public
works marked with an asterisk in Table 4. The drainage works
for the valley and city of Mexico, the public works to cleanse
the city of all its stagnant water and the installation of an effi-
cient system of underground sewers were all praised as the most
important projects ever undertaken, and their conclusion would
make the capital a clean and efficient example of the modernity
of the nation. The investment in railway lines eased the national
and international circulation of agricultural, industrial and min-
eral products, and converged in the capital of the nation.

The role played by foreign investors was fundamental to the
material upgrading and embellishment of the capital. So just as
foreign investors were allocating large sums of money for the
capital, in ports and railways, the Diaz government invested in
the construction of monuments and public buildings to give the
capital a truly modern and solid appearance, as Table 5 shows.
The total investment made by the government amounted to
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Table 4: Public works undertaken by the government
contracted with foreign capital, 1877-1910

(in millions of pesos)

Public work Investment

1 Public works in the Port of Veracruz contracted with

the British firm Pearson 33.0
2 Contracts with Pearson for Tehuantepec and ports 104.0
3 Drainage works for the Valley of Mexico * 14.0
4 Construction and equipment for 18,000 km of rail tracks,

federal concession * 500.0
5 Sanitary works in the Port of Veracruz 4.0
6 Public works in the Port of Tampico 6.0
7 Sanitary works in Mexico City * 6.0

Total 667.0

Source: Diego Lopez Rosado. Historia y pensamiento ccondmico de México. Finanzas Piiblicas — Obras Piiblicas

(Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México, 1972), 148.

83.9 million pesos, and only 14.7 million were destined for
public works and infrastructure outside Mexico City. The cap-
ital received 69.2 million pesos, that is, 82.5 per cent of the
total. Of that amount, twelve million were spent on the intro-
duction of drinking water, but the rest was invested either in
the construction of impressive governmental buildings (such as
the Palacio Legislativo, the Chamber of Deputies, the building
of the Secretaria de Comunicaciones y Obras Publicas and the
Edificio de Correos), or in the paving of the city’s streets, the
Gran Opera (Bellas Artes) and the monuments to Cuauhtémoc
and to Independence. The Paseo de la Reforma and the Bosque
de Chapultepec also received a generous share of capital.
However, as Table 5 shows, not all went towards embellishing
the city and upgrading its unsanitary conditions. Large sums
of money were also allocated to the construction of the
Penitentiary and the General Hospital, institutions that point
towards the importance of creating places of confinement, con-
trol and scientific inquiry during the Porfiriato. However, both
the investment made by the Federal Government and that made
by foreigners benefited Mexico City directly or indirectly. The
centralization of power in the capital required a city that con-
formed or appeared to conform to ideals of power and stability.
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Table 5: Public works undertaken directly by the

government, 1877-1910 (in millions of pesos).

Public Work Investment
1 Paving of Mexico City 8.0
2 Public works for the distribution of drinking
water for the capital 12.0
3 Monument to Independence in Mexico City 1.5
4 Public works for the drainage and irrigation of Chapala 2.7
5 Construction of schools in the Federal District 2.5
6 Theatre Gran Opera in Mexico City until 1911 11.0
7 Building of the Secretaria de Comunicaciones y Obras Publicas 3.8
8 Building of Correos 3.5
9 Palacio Legislativo 8.0
10 Diverse Public works 3.0
11 General Hospital and other buildings 6.0
12 New Chamber of Deputies 0.3

13 Telegraphs throughout the Republic, telephones,
light-houses and Federal buildings outside the Federal District 12.0
14 Penitentiary, Ex-aduana de Santiago Tlatelolco and

Monument to Cuauhtémoc 4.6
15 Cost of the expropriation of land for the Gran Opera and

for the Paseo de la Reforma 4.6
16 Bosque de Chapultepec 0.4
Total 83.9

Source: Diego Lopez Rosado. Historia y pensamiento econdmico en México. Finanzas Pitblicas — Obras

Piiblicas (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México, 1972), 149.

Some sectors of capitalinos believed that the embellishment of
the city was unquestionable tangible evidence of the national
prosperity and modernity brought about by the liberal govern-
ment of Diaz, and that foreign observers or tourists could see for
themselves the progress of the capital. Mexico City was not only
the visible evidence of the material prosperity of the country; it
also became an example to follow in other Mexican cities, such
as Puebla and Mérida. The capital city symbolized the central-
ization of economic decision-making and political power, and
therefore it had to set a modern, stable, ordered and prosperous
example to the rest of the nation and to the outside world, the
source of foreign investment.

A key visual element in the depiction of the modern city
was the absence of people, as mentioned earlier, and this can
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be appreciated by examining some of the outdoor photographs
and texts that reflected the cosmopolitan progress achieved
through the city’s architecture and urban vistas. A depiction
of a city without inhabitants, which leads us to analyze one of
the main symbols of Mexican secular monuments during the
Porfiriato, is the oil on canvas, View of the Valley of México
from the Hill of Santa Isabel, painted in 1877 by José Maria
Velasco (see Figure 1). This landscape concentrates on the
vastness of the valley of Mexico, its encircling mountains, the
water of Lake Texcoco, the eternal snow covering the peaks
of Popocatépetl and Iztaccihuatl, and on the rocks and hill-
sides characteristic of the environment. Velasco incorporated
two elements that point towards the historicist nationalism
invoked at the time to strengthen the idea of Mexico as a
nation. In the lower left-hand corner of the painting an eagle
and a cactus appear, making clear reference to the myth of the
founding of Tenochtitlan by the Aztecs in 1325, the emblem
of the country.?®

The landscape surrounding the city is presented as a con-
querable area, as a region of expansion for the city, and the
border between the city and the countryside is emphasized by
the appropriation of the founding myth of the nation by the capi-
tal. In this painting, as in other of Velasco’s works — for instance,
in Puente curvo del Ferrocarril Mexicano en la cariada de Metlac (1881)
— people are omitted. What are reinforced and enhanced are the
symbols of the progress of the country, the climate of political
order and social peace. Whether through photographs, writing,
paintings or sculptures and monuments, this approach to the city
deliberately ignored the cultural differences and social distances
prevalent among the urban population, and instead exalted with
enthusiasm the idea of ‘nation’.

The aim of modernizing public space and endowing it with
the symbols of the liberal nation led to what Carlos Monsivais
has defined as one of the most favoured activities of the Porfirian
elite: the homogenization of appearances.”” The objective was to
attain a homogeneous appearance or image of modernity, and
the gulf that separated the liberal patria from the people at
large was bridged through the official cult of national heroes,
public holidays and civic sanctuaries. The educational and mor-
alizing role of public space aimed to make the urban population
aware of the nation, and to teach them to show respect towards
national institutions and laws.
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Figure 1. José Maria Velasco, View of the Valley of Mexico from the Hill
of Santa Isabel, 1877, oil on canvas, 137.5 x 226 cm.

Source: Archivo Fotogrifico Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas — UNAM, Mexico City.
Reproduction authorized by the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes y Literatura, Consejo
Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes, Museo Nacional de Arte, Mexico. (Photograph by
Xavier Moyssen Echeverria)

The use of Mexico’s foundational or pre-Hispanic past —
manifest in Velasco’s pictorial incorporation of national histor-
ical elements or founding myths such as the cactus and the
eagle — also featured in sculpture and architecture in the con-
struction of secular or civic monuments. Most monuments and
statues exalted the struggles against foreign intervention and
domination, and some made explicit reference to Mexico’s pre-
Hispanic past.

There were also other types of public space — International
Exhibitions and archaeological sites. The Great Exhibitions,
Expositions Universelles or World’s Fairs — as they were known
in Britain, France and the Unites States respectively — con-
stituted key sites for the display of the progress reached by
the nations participating. The industrial, artistic and scientific
advances accomplished were lavishly displayed in these interna-
tional settings, the first of which took place in London in 1851.
For the 1889 Exposition Universelle held in Paris, doctor and engi-
neer Antonio Penafiel and engineer Antonio M. Anza designed
the Mexican Pavilion, and according to Penafiel the pavilion rep-
resented the “purest Aztec style.”’
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The use of Mexico’s pre-Hispanic past aimed at legitimizing
and consolidating the Porfirian regime both nationally and in
the international arena by presenting a unified image of the
nation and of its unique origin. A factor that contributed to the
appeal of pre-Hispanic antigiiedades was the increasing interest in
the exploration of Mexico’s subsoil following the archaeological
findings of the time.”" Simultaneously, the erection of mon-
uments in Mexico City during the Porfiriato led to the use
of Mexico’s pre-Hispanic past as propaganda.’? Public space
was used as a site for the display of the centralization of eco-
nomic and political power, and as a site for the display of the
state-sponsored official version of history, where the figure of
Cuauhtémoc — the last Aztec emperor — asserted the suprem-
acy of the valley and city of Mexico over the rest of the nation.

Monuments and the 1877 Decree

Through the erection of monuments during the last quarter of
the nineteenth century, the government attempted to transform
the image and appearance of the city in specific places and to
legitimize, through the manifestation of its past, its place in
national and international history. Although the aesthetic model
in the design of monuments was predominately classicism, some
incorporated indigenous topics or native decorative elements
for the first time. The use of indigenous subjects and/or ele-
ments was associated with the idea of the nation, and these
elements were regarded as a reaction to foreign intervention
and domination, such as the Spanish colonial heritage, the
French Intervention (1862—-67), and to the new threat posed
by the United States, explicitly denounced by Justo Sierra in
1883. Sierra held that Mexico suffered from a triple threat of
“Americanism”: legal, economic and cultural.”

The display in the plastic arts of the men who had fought for
the country appealed to a romantic depiction of secular history,
and once the Porfiriato secured what was believed to be social
peace (after 1884), it claimed to be the successor to the great
figures of liberalism. Aesthetic ideas became more utilitarian, in
the sense that they linked art with politics and with the plastic
representation of the nation. The siting of monuments in public
space was very important. Through them, the state usurped the
position previously occupied by the Church. This was to some
extent the legacy of the Laws of Reform that had separated
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church and state, and which stressed the victory of liberalism
over conservatism, monarchy and foreign intervention. Public
monuments were also regarded as educational vehicles or tools
that could guide the young and imbue them with moral and
civic lessons as well as encourage them to respect and adhere to
the laws of the nation.

During the late nineteenth century, the demand for public
secular monuments went beyond all bounds throughout Western
Europe and the United States, and within this proliferation
of monuments Mexico did not lag behind.”* Monuments —
civic monuments — became a key component of the cult of
national memory. They aimed to provide historical legitimacy
for the Porfirian regime and to support and/or complement the
elaboration of an official version of history. Their construction
required that they be commissioned by a private or public body
due to the financial costs involved, and their siting in a public
space required the involvement of the state or local government
in the official authorization of the theme, iconography, materials
and style. Monuments which honoured the image of a person or
a group of persons or an idea (such as Cuauhtémoc, Juirez and
Independence) had to be accepted by official representatives. In
most cases they were commissioned, supervised and unveiled
by the government. Monuments froze a moment in history and
constituted a space of triumph and/or of reflection and became
a visual homage to memory. They revived past historical events
and immobilized important historical figures or moments of
history, reinforced the idea that certain dates and names should
not be forgotten, and constituted a way of writing history in the
urban landscape.

Monuments also served as landmarks or signals, as definers of
a specific place, as a focal point for pedestrian and vehicular
traffic. The monuments to Independence, Cuauhtémoc, the
statues of the Aztec kings Ahuitzotl and Itzcdatl, as well as the
thirty-six statues of Mexico’s most outstanding men, were sited
along the Paseo de la Reforma, an avenue that was regarded an
important site. Their placement along this avenue reinforced the
symbolic importance of this area of the city and further divided
it by making specific areas more valuable (as land prices tended
to increase) and prestigious than others.

The Porfirian monuments and statues also shared the use of
a set of pre-established aesthetic mandates, that is, the use of
historically accepted symbols. Most of these symbols were of
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classical origin — Greek and Roman — and classicism in monu-
ments and in sculpture gave them universal connotations. For
instance, for bravery

the figure could have its hands clenched and its armed raised as for
battle; for justice a standing or sitting lady, blindfolded and hold-
ing a pair of scales and a sword, and for beauty, a girl-woman or a
boy-man ... Kings, generals and presidents must ride horses, even
if they never did ...*

The use of large bases added greater stature to the figure by rais-
ing it well above eye level, inspiring in the spectators a sense
of respect, and making of the monument an inescapable sight.
Monuments attempted to make manifest who owned or con-
trolled the power of the visible, but above all, they represented
the secular cult of memory and became “les lieux de mémoire.”
National unity was a paramount concern during the Porfiriato.
One of the major objectives of the government was political
reconciliation, which meant reconciliation of the factions in
conflict within the triumphant liberal party and with the opposi-
tion. Among the issues continuously stressed by the government
were social peace and economic progress, as well as the final
victory of liberalism over conservatism, monarchy and foreign
intervention. This climate of political reconciliation was seen
as having been made possible by the order and progress of the
country brought about by Diaz, and as a direct result of the
Reform movement led by Benito Juirez. An important element
that helped to shape this discourse of political reconciliation was
the attempt to define and promote a sense of national identity,
and this was done by searching in history for exemplary actions,
events, dates and names. According to Barbara Tenenbaum,
there were two main ideological frameworks that guided the
erection of specific monuments on public space during the
Porfiriato. She names these opposing ideologies the “francophile
progressives” and the “nationalist mythologizers” — two dis-
tinct groups — formed by conservatives and liberals respectively.
Tenenbaum argues that the “francophile progressives” embraced
Paris because of its modernity and because they regarded it as
the centre of civilization, culture and progress. The “nation-
alist mythologizers,” however, regarded urban renewal and
the construction of monuments and buildings as a vehicle for
their ideas.”” The leading representative of the “francophile
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progressives” was, according to this schema, Antonio Escandon,
and the leading “nationalist mythologizer” was General Vicente
Riva Palacio, Development Minister during the first presidency
of General Porfirio Diaz. In the following pages, reference will
be made to both Riva Palacio and Escanddn, but instead of
attempting to delineate such clear-cut divisions between lib-
erals and conservatives, a task that in itself would constitute
the theme for a thorough study, what will be stressed is that
Mexico’s post-independence chaos was filled with large-scale
unifying figures who aimed to inculcate loyalty to the state.

With the following words, the Minister of Development,
Vicente Riva Palacio, issued a decree in 1877 that launched a
number of artistic competitions for the design of monuments in
the capital:

Public monuments exist not only to perpetuate the memory of
heroes and of great men who deserve the gratitude of the people,
but also to awaken in some and strengthen in others the love of
legitimate glories and also the love of art, where in those monu-
ments one of its most beautiful expressions is to be found. To create
recreational areas or boulevards, is to distract members of society
with licit diversions within reach of all and allow them to mingle
while avoiding the isolation and the vices which are common in
populations which lack those means of communication.™

Monuments were regarded as constituting visual scenarios with
a defined purpose. They were to be visible representations of
the men and heroes who had fought for the nation, educational
vehicles for both historical and aesthetic sensibility, and erect-
ing them in the city was regarded as conducive to the creation
of socially and morally acceptable public areas of communal dis-
traction. The creation of such sites of recreation was important
in counteracting the isolation that characterized urban agglom-
erations, which too often led to vices and illicit means of social-
ization, issues thoroughly examined by public health officials
and hygienists during the Porfiriato.

The 1877 decree was the first deliberate state-sponsored
project to promote a comprehensive selection and utilization of
Mexico’s history. The erection of monuments in the city aimed
at making visible the rupture with a past historical time, one
dominated by the Church, continuous armed struggles, foreign
interventions and political and economic uncertainty. It had
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to be made clear that this was the beginning of a new epoch,
whose foundations were to be found in the 1857 Constitution
and which had made possible the triumph of liberalism over
conservatism, a struggle led by — among others — General
Diaz himself. Monuments would also offer the inhabitants
of the city a visual representation of a new political and
social order and display the technical advances in the fields of
construction and engineering, as well as in the arts. Future gen-
erations of Mexicans would become aware of their heroes and
of their history, the nation be unified, and the embellishment
of the city would additionally help to secure foreign invest-
ment. The monuments originally conceived of by Porfirio Diaz
were the following:

The President of the Republic, wishing to embellish the Paseo de
la Reforma with monuments worthy of the culture of this city,
and whose sights remind of the heroism with which the nation
fought against the Conquest in the sixteenth century and for the
Independence and the Reform in the present ... has decided ...
that a monument to Cuautimotzin and to the other caudillos
which distinguished themselves in the defense of the nation be
made; in the next glorieta, another monument to Hidalgo and
to the other heroes of the Independence, and in the following
glorieta, one to Juarez and the caudillos of the Reform and of
the Second Independence. To begin with this decree ... an artistic
competition is opened for the project for the monument destined
to Cuautimotzin and the other caudillos who heroically fought

against the Conquest.™

The site chosen to display the different stages of Mexico’s his-
tory was the Paseo de la Reforma, the axis of the modern city,
along which some of the new colonias stood. This area of the
city required its own monuments. The central district of the city
— the Plaza Mayor — was already symbolically and materially
charged. It had been the core of Tenochtitlan; the Spaniards
had built the colonial city upon the ruins of the Aztec city, and
the Cathedral, the National Palace and the Plaza Mayor had all
been witnesses of and participants in the most diverse events
throughout the history of the capital city. In contrast, the Paseco
was neither symbolically nor materially occupied. Therefore,
the modern city would be embellished through the erection of
monuments that had as common denominator the struggle of
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the country against foreign intervention and domination, and
would highlight Porfirian peace and order.

As previously mentioned, 1877 was also the year in which
a monument to Columbus was unveiled in the second of
the glorietas of the Paseco de la Reforma, and according to
Justino Fernandez, it is probable that this monument influenced
President Diaz to issue the decree.*” This monument was a
gift to the city from railroad entrepreneur Antonio Escandon,
and it was donated to commemorate the opening of his rail-
road to Veracruz, the Ferrocarril Mexicano, which in 1873
linked Mexico City to the most important commercial port.
The French sculptor Charles Henri Joseph Cordier (1827-1905)
was commissioned in 1873 to design the statue in Paris, and
the statue reached Veracruz in 1875. Two years later, its siting
on the Paseo de la Reforma under the supervision of engineer
Eleuterio Méndes was finally concluded.* And just as Columbus
had opened Europe to new possibilities of expansion, wealth
and opportunities, the railroad — the symbol of progress of the
nineteenth century — had shortened distances, revolutionized
the movement of people, goods and capital, and the modern
technology used to make them was both highly visible and audi-
ble to all.** Escandén, imbued with the technological optimism
of the age, decided to commemorate the era of the railroad
in Mexico with a monument to an equally epochal event, the
Discovery of the New World. Thus the monumental endeavour
along the Paseo de la Reforma began.

The embellishment of the city and the erection of monu-
ments were also directed towards possible foreign investors, as
they endowed the city with an international quality. This inter-
nationalism was important because many cities during the late
nineteenth century, such as London, Paris, Chicago and St.
Louis, Missouri, hosted International Exhibitions or World’s
Fairs. During those international gatherings, which took place
with the purpose of displaying the advances attained in the arts,
industry and science, monuments, public buildings and statues
were unveiled, and avenues, schools and public works inaugu-
rated which stressed what was being accomplished. Why should
Mexico City be excluded from the privilege of hosting one of
these prestigious displays of wealth and power? During Riva
Palacios’ tenure as Minister of Development (1876-1879), the
idea of hosting an International Exhibition in the capital with
the participation of all the states of the Republic and the most
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advanced European and American nations led to the creation
of a commission devoted to this purpose. The commission
included Riva Palacio, Francisco Sosa, Justo Sierra and engi-
neer Francisco Jiménez, among others, and their involvement
was such that they even had a weekly publication: La Exposicion
Internacional Mexicana. However, President Diaz disapproved of
the proposal because he saw in Riva Palacio a potential presiden-
tial candidate and a strong opponent in the 1880 election. Riva
Palacio therefore resigned in 1879.% The ambition of hosting
an International Exhibition in the capital was partially fulfilled
during the Centennial Celebrations of Mexico’s Independence
in 1910.

The Paseo de la Reforma was also selected as the most appro-
priate site for a tribute that each state of the country was asked to
donate to the capital: two life-size bronze statues of their most
outstanding men, such as heroes, statesmen, poets, writers, men
of science and philanthropists.** This request makes evident the
symbolic centralization of political and economic power in the
capital. The idea of siting statues all along the pavements of the
Paseo belonged to Francisco Sosa and was approved by the gov-
ernment on 1 October 1887. Nonetheless, the writer Manuel
Gutiérrez Nijera was completely against the tribute paid to the
city by the states of the Republic, and exclaimed: “Why should
they pay for our festivities? Mexico City is not the Holy Land,
it is not a Holy City.”* However, between 5 February 1889 and
2 April 1899, thirty-six statues were unveiled and inaugurated
by government representatives, and it was as “if the rest of the
republic was once again paying tribute to its capital as it had
done centuries before.”™® Throughout the country, provincial
governments followed developments in the capital, and numer-
ous statues were inaugurated in public plazas, important streets
and buildings. In the press, the proliferation of statues and mon-
uments was considered a positive element that would educate
the people and imbue them with “love for beauty”:

The idea of filling the gardens and public avenues with statues is
not just to immortalize great men, but to promote art and to edu-
cate the taste of the people, instilling them with a love for beauty.
Well it seems that sculptors and architects deploy their talents in
the wide field that statue making offers them. Art gains much and
history loses nothing.*’
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Cuauhtémoc

According to the 1877 decree, the first monument that had to
be erected was one to honour the defence of the nation led
by Cuauhtémoc. However, it is important to note that a small
monument had previously been made to honour the last Aztec
Emperor. In 1869, the base supporting a small grey bust of the
last Aztec Emperor — sculpted by Manuel Islas — was placed in
the Paseo de la Viga. The inauguration of this tribute was more
impressive than the monument itself. President Juarez, his cabi-
net, Mexico City’s governor and the entire Municipal Council
were present for the solemn occasion.”® By contrast, in 1877 it
was clearly specified that the monument was to be erected in
the most prestigious avenue of the city, and its dimensions,
cost and publicity far exceeded the 1869 small grey bust. Five
designs were submitted in 1877 to a committee led by Vicente
Riva Palacio that included the English graphic artist Juan
Santiago Baggally and architects Emilio Dondé Preciat, Ramoén
Rodriguez Arangoity and Manuel Gargollo y Parra. The project
that won the competition belonged to Francisco Jiménez and
had as its theme Verdad, Belleza y Utilidad, referring to historical
truth, artistic beauty and moral utility.* Jiménez thought that
the most appropriate architectural and stylistic characteristics of
his project relied on borrowing details from the ruins of Tula,
Uxmal, Mitla and Palenque, and on “conserving as much as
possible the general character of the architecture of the ancient
inhabitants of this Continent.” This would allow him to create
a “characteristic style,” a “national style.””” The emphasis on
creating a national style by incorporating details of non-Aztec
cultures and from the most diverse regions of the country to
represent Cuauhtémoc, the defender of Tenochtitlin — Mexico
City — indicate the centralization of political power taking
place at the time and the appropriation of other indigenous cul-
tures by the capital.

It is important to note that the use of the figure of the Indian
and of pre-Hispanic cultures in painting and sculpture through-
out the course of the nineteenth century was inextricably linked
to the liberal revolution, which involved a gradual replacement
of religious iconography with patriotic exaltation in the arts.
The first time in independent Mexico that an indigenous theme
was represented in sculpture was in 1850, when the artist
Manuel Vilar (1812—60, Barcelona), who arrived in Mexico in
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1846 to head the sculpture department of the Academia de San
Carlos, produced a sculpture of Moctezuma II. The display of
Moctezuma II represented the advent in Mexico of the use
of pre-Hispanic motives and themes in “high-art.”*' In paint-
ing, during the second half of the nineteenth century, and in
particular after 1867, a number of large historical works also
portrayed events from the pre-Hispanic past. According to Ida
Rodriguez,” the figure of the Indian first appeared in 1850,
when, kneeling down or in a submissive attitude, he entered
the Academy in Juan Cordero’s Colon ante los Reyes Catdlicos.”
Forty-five years later, on the morning of 21 October 1895, the
newspaper El Siglo XIX gave an account of a tour that the del-
egates of the Congress of Americanists made in the Academia de
Bellas Artes to view some paintings that, after four centuries of
artistic production, depicted the figure of the Mexican Indian.
They were particularly impressed with the following: El formento
de Cuauhtémoc by Leandro Izaguirre; La prision de Cuauhtémoc, by
Joaquin Ramirez; Visita de Cortés a Moctezuma, by Juan Ortega;
El Senado de Tlaxcala, by Rodrigo Gutiérrez; Fray Bartolomé de
las Casas protector de Indios by Félix Parra; La reina Xochitl ofreci-
endo el pulque al rey azteca, by José Obregon; and Episodios de la
conquista, by Félix Parra, among others.*

The handful of paintings that had as their theme the Indian
and the pre-Hispanic past appeared clothed in neo-classical style,
and were of a magnitude that recalls the paintings done by
Jacques-Louis David (1748—-1825) to commemorate the French
Revolution, whose themes gave expression to the new cult
of the civic virtues of stoical selt-sacrifice, devotion to duty,
honesty and austerity. However, while David was inspired by
the Roman emperors and by the classical past, Mexican artists
looked to their native past for scenes and motives to depict. In
monuments, only Cuauhtémoc — the last Aztec emperor, as
he was generally referred to — and two monumental statues of
Ahuitzotl and Itzcdatl by the sculptor Alejandro Casarin, paid
homage to the city the Aztecs had once dominated.

The first stone of Cuauhtémoc’s monument was laid on 5
May 1878, one of the key dates in Mexico’s civic calendar. After
Jiménez’s death in 1884, the project was continued by architect
and engineer Ramén Agea. Miguel Norefia was responsible
for sculpting the figure of Cuauhtémoc, the base of the mon-
ument and one of the bas-reliefs representing the Prisién de
Cuauhtémoc. Sculptors Jests F. Contreras and Gabriel Guerra also
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collaborated. The monument was inaugurated on 21 August
1887, cost some 97,914 pesos, weighed 11,908 kilograms in
bronze, and numerous reviews, studies, poems and celebrations
surrounded the civic event.”

What is important to stress is the reappraisal and utilization
of Mexico’s pre-Hispanic past, and in particular the notion
that Cuauhtémoc’s courage, stoicism and patriotism, constituted
characteristics that the Mexican people could acquire if properly
taught, reflecting the confidence the proponents of triumphant
liberalism had in education. The other aspect I wish to stress is
that the technological progress that made possible the construc-
tion of the monument was also visible and tangible evidence of
the technological progress of the nation.

On 21 August 1887, General Porfirio Diaz, military and
civil authorities, students and representatives of different indig-
enous communities were present at the inauguration. An official
address was made by Alfredo Chavero, the National Anthem
was played by a military band, poetry was read out and a speech
in Nahuatl was given by Francisco del Paso y Troncoso. The
program of activities set out for the day was published in most
newspapers of the capital, such as the Diario del Hogar>® The
unveiling of this monument, as well as that of all others, was a
civic ceremony, a cultural depiction of how things should be.
Through it, the state aimed to display public order, hierarchy,
a common social identity as well as public consensus. The cer-
emony can also be interpreted as a public dramatization of the
city’s ability of represent itself. As all the guests and the public
proceeded to their destination, to the established civic centre,
they professed loyalty to their leader, to the values, beliefs and
aspirations of the government. The state, through this monu-
ment, aimed at portraying a much sought-after national unity.

Cuauhtémoc — the hero of resistance — is represented in
a military role, as if prepared for battle: his right arm is raised
holding a spear, his face is calm and determined, and his body
is supported in the classical manner of contraposto. His right leg is
set back, and the weight rests on his left foot, making the figure
appear to advance when viewed from the side, yet to be sta-
tionary when viewed from the front. According to Marina
Warner, the incorporation of any specific historical reference
can endanger an image’s survival as a symbol. Therefore, it was
decided to rely on classical representations of specific allegories
to give the work universal connotations.”” For Carlos Monsivais,
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Cuauhtémoc’s monument represents the beginning of a recon-
ciliation with the past: “At long last, there was an Indian hero to
represent — not ethnic pride (unthinkable in Diaz’s time) — but
rather, the beginning of a reconciliation with the past. He was
an Indian, but he was an emperor.””® Cuauhtémoc’s monument
honoured a mythical ancient past (see Figure 2).

Ahuitzotl and Itzcoatl

Two less popular bronze statues, representing the Aztec kings
Itzcoatl and Ahuitzotl, were inaugurated on 16 September
1891.>” Each statue was 5.9 metres in height, with a weight of
more than four tons, and their pedestals were made of black
national marble by the sculptor Alejandro Casarin. Originally
the statues were made for display at the 1889 Exposition Universelle
in Paris, but instead they were erected on the Paseco de la
Reforma. After their inauguration, they were referred to by the
inhabitants of the city as ‘Indios Verdes” and became the object
of criticism and satire in the press:

At the entrance to the Paseo ... there are two colossal green oxi-
dized bronze statues. I send you the photo of the characters for
you to see ... these figures are occupying a place which by law
corresponds to them in the national foundry. What beautiful can-
nons would come out of them! Imagine that looking at them from
afar, from very far away, they look like fetuses outside a bottle.®

In 1900, when the city was repeatedly being praised for its build-
ings and for its cosmopolitan character, and when an increasing
number of reviews made public the archaeological findings
within the city following the excavations carried out during the
installation of sewers and drinking water, a guide to the city
made the following remarks about the two Aztec kings:

The first thing that one sees at the beginning of the Paseo is a pair
of monsters, that is to say a pair of colossi Aztecs cast in bronze
and which are two monsters engendered in the mind of someone
who does not have the slightest idea of aesthetics.*"

The criticisms of the Indios Verdes continued, and El Imparcial
was very happy to inform its readers that a solution was soon
to be given: they were to be removed from the Paseo. In their
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Figure 2. Monument to Cuauhtémoc, 1901.
© CONACULTA-INAH-SINAFO-FOTOTECA NACIONAL DEL INAH, Mexico.

place, two artistic pillars, following the model of those that
stood on the Piazza of St. Marcos, in Venice, would be placed at
the entrance to the Paseo de la Reforma.®® In 1901, the Indios
Verdes were moved to the old unsanitary city, to the Paseo
de la Viga, and stood near the site of the first monument to
honour Cuauhtémoc (see Figure 3). By 1904, this area of the
city housed many factories and was well known for its litter,
open ditches and sewers. The stench emanating from its stagnant
water was additionally aggravated by an unacceptable practice:
the use of the open ditches as toilets by the urban population.®
This area of the city was deliberately excluded from the imagery
of modernity.

In the modern city, the view of its inhabitants was no longer
obstructed by the figures of the two Aztec kings who were not
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Figure 3. Indio Verde on the Calzada de la Viga, 1907.
© CONACULTA-INAH-SINAFO-FOTOTECA NACIONAL DEL INAH, MEXICO.

as fortunate as Cuauhtémoc. However, a few remaining visible
ancient monuments had still to be demolished: the aqueducts.
Aqueducts were seen not only as aesthetically dull and as an
obstacle to the lengthening of the streets, but also as potential
threats to public health.* Water, it was argued, had to reach all
homes and buildings by a system of underground pipes, and in
1882 it was agreed that the Arcos de Belem had to be taken
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down because they were an obstruction to the widening of the
streets and to the visual impact of the modern city.® In 1896,
it was argued that the arches of the aqueduct that surrounded
the Bosque de Chapultepec should go. The stones would be
used for the embellishment of the park, and for paving some
city streets.® In 1900, some arches of the Chapultepec aque-
duct still remained because they had been classified as ‘ancient
monuments,” but it was nevertheless held that they hindered
the visual aspect of the avenue upon which they stood.”
Architect Leopoldo Salazar wrote to the Municipal Council on
5 December 1900 demanding that no more arches be demol-
ished, but the response he received stated that there was no good
reason to preserve those primitive and ugly arches.®

As aqueducts were being demolished, streets enlarged and
paved and artistic competitions held for the construction of
monuments, buildings and statues, concern regarding the visual
character of the city was growing. By 1900, the city had
expanded considerably, and the Municipal Council had been
unable to provide basic urban infrastructure for the numerous
new housing areas, in spite of the fact that in that same year
the drainage works were inaugurated. Particularly worrying
was the lack of sanitary installations, both private and public.
In 1904, the Superior Sanitation Council urged the Municipal
Council not to allow new buildings within the city unless they
had adequate sanitary facilities for the workers.®” Not only were
the numerous builders employed in the construction sites seen as
possible threats to public health due to the lack of sanitary facili-
ties, but the factories within the city, and even those that cast
metal for the new statues and monuments, were denounced by
the inhabitants of the affected areas. In 1905, the inhabitants of
the colonia Juarez expressed their anger and concern in a letter
to the Municipal Council, and demanded a prompt solution.
They argued that the industrial establishment was hazardous to
their health, that the smoke and dust damaged their properties
and that the continuous noise was unbearable.”” Those demands
made explicit reference to the Sanitary Code issued in 1891.
Chapter 5 of the Sanitary Code (articles 120-200; in particular
articles 120, 121, 130-32, 137 and 138) clearly set down that any
industrial establishment classified as hazardous to public health
had to be located far away from populated areas, in the outskirts
or suburbs of the city.”" But the fact was that the Sanitary Code
was seldom respected or enforced.
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Benito Juarez and Independence

According to the 1877 decree, a monument to the Reform and
to the Second Independence (the Restored Republic of 1867-76
was referred to as the “Second Independence”) also had to
be erected, and what is important to stress at this point is
that it was during the Porfiriato that the glorification of the
leader of the Reform and of the “Second Independence,” Benito
Juarez, began. The official manipulation of a Juirez myth was
carried out through celebrations, eulogistic studies, textbooks
and poetry, as well as through literary and historical essays
and competitions. The purpose was to establish a continuity
between Diaz’s policies and those of Juarez, even though the
two leaders had been enemies.”” The aim was to “invent a tradi-
tion.””” By appealing to Juarez’s legacy of reform, democracy,
independence and self-determination, the Diaz regime aimed to
anchor itself in the recent past, and with this purpose in mind
established the fifteenth anniversary of Juirez’s death — 18 July
1887 — as a major national festival. In the midst of the celebra-
tions, a pamphlet written by Marcial Aznar was published, and
in it the author argued that Juarez was the symbol of the race
and of the nation, as he had saved democracy and reinforced
the system of popular representation. Juirez had placed Mexico
on an equal footing with European nations and had issued the
Laws of Reform to combat ecclesiastical errors. Not only that,
Aznar added, but before Juirez, Mexico had been the plaything
of European powers.”* By selectively exalting Juirez’s accom-
plishments, history was used to legitimize Diaz’s policies and
establish a foundation of his government.

During the 1890s, a national commission for the construction
of a monument to Juarez was set up. It was made up of distin-
guished and wealthy members of the Porfirian elite who argued
that Juarez’'s monument should portray republicanism, liberty
and justice.” These values became embodied in the figure of the
Indian Juarez. His monument was originally planned to occupy
one roundabout along the Paseo de la Reforma, but siting it on
the most prestigious avenue of the city might overshadow the
figure of Porfirio Diaz. Therefore, it was decided that the most
appropriate site was next to the Alameda, in the avenue that
bears Benito Juarez’s name.

The project that won the competition belonged to architect
Guillermo de Heredia and was designed as follows: in the centre
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of a semicircle of twelve doric columns made of white Carrara
marble stands the central pedestal supporting the statues of three
figures. One statue represents former president Juarez,

who appears solemn and grim as a Roman proconsul administer-
ing justice. Juarez the law-giver is seated, and surrounding him
are two female allegories. One is a winged female representing
Victory and Glory, who is placing a garland of Victory on Juarez’s
head. The other figure represents Justice, who stands behind, rest-
ing her sword on the ground to signify the end of a gigantic
struggle. Crowned by a doric frieze, the columns support a mas-
sive, ornate bronze urn at each end, and at the foot of the central
pedestal, decorated in gold-plated figures and letters, below the

national eagle, rest two marble lions.”

The entire monument weighed 1,625 tons and occupied 510
square metres. Judrez’s statue alone weighed seventy tons, was
seven metres high and was fashioned by the Italian sculptor
Lazaroni. The total cost of the monument was 390,065.98 pesos,
and it was completed in only ten months.”” When this massive
monument was inaugurated on 18 September 1910, during the
centennial celebrations of Mexico’s Independence, the following
comment was made:

The Republic would have failed in one of its duties, if in this cel-
ebrations it had neglected to honor in a significant manner, the
grand figure of the patriot and statesmen whose entire life was
dedicated to ensuring the reign of justice and law, as the political
base that inspired his solid and far-seeing judgement, maintained
and applied tenaciously through his love of the fatherland.”™

However, by being placed in a semicircle of white marble and
classical composition, Juarez was deprived of his Indian roots:
“Juarez, we have raised to you statues modeled not with blood
and human ashes, like the Aztec semi-gods, but with marbles
and bronzes as indestructible as your own work,” as Carlos
Robles expressed.”” By stripping away Juarez’s identity and
likening his achievements to those of ancient Western lawgiv-
ers and heroes, Diaz could then praise and use him to legiti-
mize his own long domination of the country. What the Diaz
regime wished to exalt was the political legacy of the Reform,
the Constitution of 1857, and the final defeat over foreign
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intervention and conservative ideology, and Juirez and many
of his liberal colleagues became synonymous with Mexican
nationalism (see Figure 4).%

Through this monument, the Diaz regime wished to rep-
resent the foundation of his government, and identified its
struggles with those led by Juarez between 1858 and 1872. It
aimed to conceal the differences between Juirez’s and Diaz’s
achievements, and to exalt the figure not of a mythical Indian
like Cuauhtémoc but of an Indian who had become president
and who had responded to the contemporary universal values of
republicanism, liberty and justice:*' “Did not Juirez ascend from
being a simple shepherd from the hills of Ixtlan to the supreme
dignities of the Republic?”®

The other key monument for the city was that erected to the
Independence of Mexico. In 1901, the project was commissioned
to Antonio Rivas Mercado (1853—1926), a French-trained archi-
tect who had lived in Paris and London and who was a keen
follower of the Paris Beaux Arts style.* The requirements set
out by the government regarding the monument specified that
it had to be a commemorative column and that it was to be
placed in the fourth glorieta of the Paseo de la Reforma, which
had a diameter of two hundred metres. Rivas Mercado’s project
bore some resemblance to the commemorative column con-
ceived during the presidency of Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna
by Lorenzo de la Hidalga on 23 August 1843, a project that was
taken up again by Emperor Maximilian in 1865. On all three
occasions (1843, 1865 and 1901), the aim was to build a com-
memorative column with a group of allegorical sitting figures,
above which would stand a winged victory, the quintessential
representation of republican liberty throughout the nineteenth
century.® Neither Hidalga’s nor Maximilian’s project was exe-
cuted, due to political instability and the financial costs involved,
but on those occasions it was thought that the most suitable site
for the column was at the centre of the Plaza Mayor. By 1901,
the chosen site was no longer the Plaza Mayor. The Paseo de la
Reforma was selected instead, regardless of the fact that opposi-
tion mounted when this idea was confirmed, as expressed by
Jests Galindo y Villa, among others.®

The construction began in 1902, and architect Rivas Mercado
was responsible for the entire project and its artistic style. The
[talian sculptor Enrique Alciati made all the statues and the
ornamentation. The works continued without interruption until
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Figure 4. Monument to Benito Juarez, 1911.
© CONACULTA-INAH-SINAFO-FOTOTECA NACIONAL DEL INAH, Mexico.

1906, when they had to be suspended because the foundations
were not strong enough to support the base or the weight of
the column. To solve the technical problems, a commission
to undertake all the engineering work was formed by engi-
neers Guillermo Beltrin y Puga, Gonzalo Garitas and Manuel
Marroquin y Rivera. When it was finally inaugurated in 1910,
the column, 45.16 metres in height, on top of which rests the
figure of a golden winged angel, became the highest and most
visible landmark of the capital, as well as the most expensive. Its
total cost amounted to approximately 2,146,704 pesos.®

The monument consists of a terrace upon which the base of
the column rests. The base has a bronze statue of a lion and a
small boy representing a genius; “the lion, laden with laurels and
guided by a genius, represents the Mexican people who cover
themselves with the laurels and who are submissive and obedi-
ent to duty.”¥ Each corner has four bronze figures, representing
Peace, Law, Justice and War. The names of twenty-four men
who fought for Independence are also engraved. The base of
the monument has a door that leads to a number of crypts and
to the stairs that lead to the top of the column. On the next
level of the base, where the column properly begins, stands
the marble figure of Hidalgo facing the city. He is surrounded
by the marble figures of Morelos, Guerrero, Mina and Nicolas
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Bravo, one in each corner. All the marble statues were made
in Carrara, Italy, by sculptor Enrique Alciati; the bronze stat-
ues were made in Florence and the decorations in Paris. At
Hidalgo’s feet are two female figures, one representing History
and the other the Motherland. At the top of the column stands
the huge figure of a golden angel. The symbol of Victory and
Independence is 6.7 metres tall and weighs seven thousand kilo-
grams. In its left hand it holds a fragment of a chain, and in its
right a crown.®™ In 1910, a study of this monument established
that it had a majestic design, but that is was also simple and sin-
cere. Above all, it had the virtue of not belonging to any given
historical period or aesthetic mandate. Thus, it was classical but
also modern, as well as neo-classical.*” It fixed history, in par-
ticular Mexico’s Independence, in no specific time or moment
and placed it above time and place, just as some religious sym-
bols tend to represent timelessness through their presence. The
winged angel, which symbolizes success, glory, fame and vic-
tory, is a metaphor for time’s halt, which is implicit in the figure
of the Greek goddess of Victory, and this freezing of time was
the intention of this monument. Its height made it an unavoid-
able sight, and it could be viewed from most areas of the city.
The origin of the extended and embracing wings of victory was
in heaven, in the world above:” “The column rises up to the fir-
mament like the eternal aspiration of man toward superior forms
of life... above the capital ... an angel opens its wings in whom
we confuse ‘Independence’ and “Victory!””' (see Figure 5).

The erection of monuments in the city by the Porfirian regime
aimed to display the different stages of Mexican history for all to
see, as well as to underline and reinforce the ideas of “nation,”
“progress” and “peace.” Thus, the modern city held within it
the pre-Hispanic past (Cuauhtémoc, Itzcoatl and Ahuitzotl),
the Discovery of America (Columbus), the colonial period (the
statue of Charles IV), the Second Independence (Juirez’s monu-
ment) and Mexico’s Independence, as well as the most prominent
men and heroes of Mexico’s historical, artistic, literary and sci-
entific heritage. Through the construction of monuments, but
even more so during the unveiling rituals that accompanied the
inauguration of statues, monuments and busts, the Porfirian elite
presented an image of itself and of its place in history. The
processions to the monumental sites, the hierarchy of those pres-
ent, the speeches and poetry read by prominent politicians
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and men of letters, as well as
the historical reconstruction per-
formed for each occasion, all
underlined the impression that the
Porfirian regime had made possi-
ble Mexico’s modernization. The
Porfiriato was the culmination of
Mexico’s historical development;
it was the pinnacle of the political
evolution of the Mexican nation.
Justo Sierra defined the Porfiriato
in his essay La evolucién politica del
pueblo Mexicano as an era of peace
during which the Mexican nation
had acquired its international per-
sonality.”” Mexico’s peace, order,
progress and internationalism were
emphasized during the inaugura-
tions for each monument. And
monuments, like murals later on,
entrusted the nation’s heroes with
a mission, that of stressing the suc-
cessful and harmonious continuity
of the system.”

When the monument to Inde-
pendence was inaugurated, at ten
in the morning of 16 September
1910, the President was accompa-
nied by all the members of his
government, by the numerous for-
eign guests who had been invited to
Mexico’s Centennial Celebrations
(or to its own Exposition Universelle),
as well as by the army and the
police. The National Anthem was
played, the National Flag and
National Emblem displayed, and

Figure 5. Monument to Independence.

Source: Archivo Fotogrifico Instituto
de Investigaciones Estéticas — UNAM,
Mexico City. Reproduction authorized
by the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes
y Literatura, Mexico (Photograph by
L.B. Garcia).

the poem Al Buen Cura was read by Salvador Diaz Mirén.™
Official speeches were made by leading members of Mexico
City’s Municipal Council and of the Ministry of the Interior.
Miguel Macedo’s speech emphasized that the Independence
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movement that had begun in 1810 without organization or
discipline had led to an entire century of unending work towards
independence, and that the era of order, peace and progress had
made possible the construction of the monument.”

Monumental Space and Cleanliness

Endowing the city with monuments worthy of any other major
city of the world was important in displaying Mexico’s order,
progress and technical and scientific achievements. However,
monumental space had to be clean. In the previous chapters, I
have shown that the goal of hygienists, the Municipal Council
and the Superior Sanitation Council was to attain a hygienic,
ordered and clean city. The worries about the possibility of con-
tagion and disease led to a war on dirt, and this intensified
during the years preceding the inauguration of Juirez’s monu-
ment and the Column of Independence, in the midst of the cele-
brations of Mexico’s Independence in 1910.°° Three years before
the Centennial Celebrations, the Superior Sanitation Council
requested that all sanitary inspectors make detailed reports of
the conditions found in all public sanitary kiosks (public water-
closets) throughout the city. The result of the inquiry was sub-
mitted to the Superior Sanitation Council on 8 February 1908,
and their findings were disappointing. Eighteen sanitary kiosks
were found scattered throughout the eight quarters of the city in
small plazas and public gardens, in sites where large numbers of
people often gathered. Conditions in all of them were described
as unacceptable, and in one of them were particularly appall-
ing. In the Eighth Quarter of the city, next to the monument to
Cuauhtémoc, this sanitary kiosk was described with the follow-
ing words:

It is in a very bad state because the top of one of the toilets needs
repairing and in another toilet the wooden cover for the bowl is
missing; a water installation that works as it should is also needed,
because the water tank is not working. Furthermore, one of the
urinals does not have a water stopper; the pump intended to feed
the water tank which is used to clean the toilets and urinals is
broken, the toilets lack a ventilation tube and part of the tiles of
the walls and floors is damaged and finally there is no washbasin,

nor towels or paper. *’
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On 20 February 1908, Guillermo B. Puga, General Director of
Public Works of the Federal District, informed the owner of the
sanitary kiosks, Mr. Vicente Almada, that within thirty days the
unsanitary conditions found in all public bathrooms had to be
brought into line with the standards established by the Superior
Sanitation Council. Almada was told that he had to repair their
technical faults and provide them with wash basins, towels and
paper. On 16 March 1908, Almada replied and argued that it
was useless and unnecessary to supply them with wash basins,
towels and paper because ninety per cent of the people who
approached those public facilities did so with the aim of steal-
ing all that could be removed, and that anyone wishing to check
this could do so by simply reading through the reports at the
police stations.” The lack of morality of the urban population,
he said, was appalling, and the users of those facilities defecated
anywhere inside the kiosk, in particular in the urinals, which
were free of charge, in order to avoid paying five cents, the cost
for using the toilet. Some people, he added, had also been caught
having sexual intercourse inside the kiosks.” The owners or
concession-holders of public bathrooms in tenement buildings
and/or public markets did not provide any of the comforts he
was required to supply, and not a single theatre or govern-
mental building had them. After his angry outburst he agreed
to improve them, arguing that the first sanitary kiosk to be
repaired and cleansed would be the one close to Cuauhtémoc’s
monument.'”

The Superior Sanitation Council was not alone in being
extremely vigilant over the unsanitary conditions in the city.
Some sectors of the urban population also expressed their con-
cern and demanded that the city be thoroughly cleansed. For
instance, in 1908, a group of neighbours whose homes were
close to a new avenue named Cuauhtémotzin — to the south
of the Plaza Mayor in the central district of the city — wrote
a letter to the Superior Sanitation Council demanding that an
open ditch that ran parallel to the avenue be cleansed as soon as
possible because it constituted a constant threat to the vicinity
and to public health."! However, that was not the only motive
that moved them to express their discontent:

At the entrance to this ditch, run the trains which go to the
picturesque towns of Tlalpan, Churubusco and Coyoacin, and
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the passengers traveling in them (among them all too frequently

foreigners who come to Mexico ...) have to form a very sad idea
of the capital on seeing that filthy ditch, and the bad impression
they experience is palpable, as it suffices to watch their gestures of
displeasure by what they see and the disgusting atmosphere they
breathe. The existence of such a ditch, is very repugnant, given
that it 1s a five minute walk from the main square. This part of the
city does not progress, yet it should occupy a position of prefer-

ence given its proximity to the center ...'"?

It was deemed imperative to clean the city in order to suppress
the threats to public health, but also to improve the image that
visitors, in particular foreign visitors, would have of the capital
city. By August 1910, the attempts to cleanse the city were inten-
sified due to the Centennial Celebrations that were to begin the
following month. On 13 August, a motion was presented to the
Municipal Council by Leopoldo Flores in which he argued that
it was essential to clean the capital, to paint the exterior walls of
many buildings, to pave streets and to drain and cover all open
ditches, especially those close to the colonias Maza and Valle-
Gomez, areas that made a terrible impression on all visitors who
had to cross them in order to reach the central district.

... given the fiestas with which the first anniversary of the procla-
mation of Mexican Independence will be celebrated in the capi-
tal, this town council has been working so that the city should
be as clean as possible for then and that it should give a pleasing
appearance to the numerous people who should come to the fies-
tas and undoubtedly many people will take this opportunity to
visit the city ... The ditches and litter create a very disagreeable
impression on the people ... who come to the city, whether by

street car, by carriage or even by foot ...'"?

The governor of the Federal District responded on 29 August,
arguing that in spite of the fact that the cleansing of the city
was the chief responsibility of the Direccién General de Obras
Pablicas, the government had ordered the inhabitants of unsan-
itary areas to clean all streets and open ditches, and giving
reassurances that the police would be present to supervise the
implementation of these instructions.'”* When the Centennial
Celebrations began, it was agreed that during the inauguration
of the Monument to Independence, all those attending the
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ceremony should be clean and properly dressed, wear shoes and
behave in an orderly manner. Thus, because it was impossible
to keep the urban poor and the indigenous population out of
the “modern” city, it was necessary to “camouflage them.”'"
However, the most elaborate display of the hygienic, clean, safe
and modern city was exhibited during the Popular Hygiene
Exhibition (Exposiciéon Popular de Higiene), which opened on
2 September. Here, large numbers of people of all social classes,
and in particular the poor, got the opportunity to examine
models and furniture and to receive hygienic education, essen-
tial requirements for progress and survival.'”

The deliberate attempt to transform the image of the city
during the Porfiriato led to an unprecedented construction fever.
For the first time since Independence, the government was able
to set aside a substantial amount of resources for the embellish-
ment of the capital and for the construction of public works.
Numerous photographs and descriptions of the city continually
stressed the lengthening of the streets and the unobstructed
views of the city, as well as its buildings and monuments. These
material elements stressed the prosperity of the country and the
advances accomplished in the fields of construction and engi-
neering, as well as the supremacy of the capital over the rest of
the country.

The transformation of the capital was concentrated in spe-
cific areas, and its benefits were enjoyed only by a minority of
the urban population. While monuments and buildings were
inaugurated by General Diaz and members of his cabinet, large
sectors of the capital’s population were living without any of the
advantages that modern technology had brought to the city, and
it is more than probable that large sectors of the urban popula-
tion did not recognize the figures portrayed by the monuments,
let alone understand the speech read out in Nahuatl during the
inauguration of the statue of Cuauhtémoc.

It must be noted that not everyone praised the government’s
attempts to embellish the city. In the national press, it was
common for journalists to write articles criticizing the public
works carried out by the government, claiming that it was more
concerned with embellishing the city than with building effi-
cient public works to prevent the chaos that occurred every time
it rained. Not only were criticisms levelled by Mexicans; for-
eigners voiced similar opinions. The North American Charles
Flandrau travelled throughout Mexico between 1904 and 1907
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and wrote the book Viva México! (first published in 1908), in
which he gave an account of his first impressions after arriving
in the capital.'”” Some of the features he mentioned — asphalted
streets, movement of people and cars, noises and lights of a
metropolis — could indeed be perceived in certain areas of the
city. However, when he wrote that after forty-eight hours the
“glitter became increasingly difficult to discern,” he reflected the
fact that that glitter and metropolitan atmosphere was confined
to a specific area of the city, and that those features were non-
existent for large sectors of the urban population. The image of
the modern city had numerous flaws. While some sectors of the
population identified the modernity of the city with the visual
impact some areas were acquiring following the construction
of buildings, homes and monuments, there were other visual
elements present in the city that could not be part of that moder-
nity, such as the remaining ancient monuments, the aqueducts.

Another factor that shattered the order, hierarchy and aspira-
tions of the Porfirian elite was the behaviour, customs and lack
of education of large sectors of the urban population, as well
as their lack of cleanliness. Because the cleanliness factor was
extremely important, a key problem had to be addressed: the
chaos that took over the city due to the lack of an adequate
drainage system. Some areas of the city, in particular those close
to Lake Texcoco, were still suffering in 1910 from the perennial
problems caused by floods, making the circulation of people and
goods almost impossible, damaging buildings and homes and
impinging directly on the health of the population. It was not
enough to have large modern buildings that would be equally
at home in Paris or London, or impressive monuments praising
the heroes of Mexico’s history. It was necessary to clean the city,
and to this end, which had already been the focus of effort and
thought of generations of Mexicans, the Porfirio Diaz govern-
ment took on the historic task of making the city safe, clean and
modern. This meant completing a monumental public work: the
drainage system for the valley and city of Mexico.




The Conquest
of Water

y the late nineteenth century, the consensus of opinion

among public health experts, engineers and the govern-

ment was that the unsanitary conditions of the capital and
its high incidence of premature death and disease would finally
be controlled when efficient drainage and sewer systems were
built. But their construction was also important on a symbolic
level, as they would manifest the monumental achievements of
the Porfiriato. The dangers posed by floods and by the overflow
of the city’s sewers and open ditches was the kind of natural
disaster that could be controlled, unlike earthquakes or volca-
nic eruptions, and the taming of nature became an essential
component of the late —nineteenth century idea of progress.
The technological and scientific knowledge that made this con-
quest possible gradually penetrated homes and workplaces, trans-
formed daily lives as well as bodily pleasures, and led to the
construction of a vast socio-sanitary domain that altered the
landscape both above and below ground.’

During the late nineteenth century, it was believed that it
was just as important for a city to have an adequate supply of
pure water per inhabitant (its purity was, of course, scientifically
established) as it was to rid the entrails of the city — the sewers
— of waste. In Mexico City, the draining and cleansing of the
menacing environment, and thus the conquest of the water that
had besieged it throughout its history, was seen as an essential
requirement for its prosperity and modernity, and this conquest
was also regarded as an indicator of progress and civilization. For
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instance, in the United States, a Baltimore engineer drew a par-
allel in 1905 between the efficiency of the sewers and the quality
of civilization and, referring to France, argued that “completely
sewered, with a low death rate Paris is the center of all that
is best in art, literature, science and architecture, and is both
clean and beautiful [and] its sewers took at least a leading part.”?
The French sanitary engineer A. Mille argued during the late
nineteenth century that the progress in hygiene was to be a rev-
olution perhaps as great as that of the railways, and referred to
the new Parisian sewers as the “cloaca maxima,” establishing an
imperial analogy between the coaca maxima of Ancient Rome
and the sewers made possible by modern science and technol-
ogy.” In Mexico City, the progress in public health and the
image of the modern capital during the late nineteenth century
had much to do with control of the menacing environment, and
engineering was regarded as a profession that had the task of
fulfilling a key social role: the material and social improvement
of the nation. In addition, engineers became the “physicians” of
the city and were held to be agents of civilization.*

Within this self-appointed civilizing mission of working
towards the progress of the nation, the idea that only when
water was entirely tamed through the construction of a monu-
mental public work would the city stand on an equal footing
with other major cities of the world took hold of the profession,
and it was during the Porfiriato that the conquest of water was
partially accomplished. The previous pages have shown that dis-
ease and epidemics had inspired municipal authorities to install
town planning and cleansing measures since the late colonial
period, and that in 1891 the Ministry of the Interior issued a
Sanitary Code. In addition, the topographical surveys or diag-
noses of the city had led public health officials to establish
that the lack of sanitation and the inadequate or non-existent
hygienic practices of the urban population were an obstacle to
progress. Thus, throughout the course of the nineteenth century
numerous laws, regulations and measures were implemented in
an attempt to keep the city and its inhabitants clean and dimin-
ish the impact of disease and epidemics. However, a major factor
in keeping the city clean, ordered and hygienic was the control
of the flow of tainted water within it.
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The Problem:
Water

Since pre-Hispanic times the city had suffered from the impact
of floods caused by the overflow of the lakes that surrounded
it, and by the overflow of the canals that criss-crossed it. Floods
continued throughout the colonial years and during the nine-
teenth century, and even today, when rainfall is persistent
enough, many areas of the city become flooded. During the
colonial era, the capital of New Spain was seriously flooded in
1555, 1580, 1604 and 1607. Until 1607, the method of dealing
with floods had been the same as that applied by the Aztecs: the
building of dikes and dams to protect the city.” However, the
1607 flood led to such destruction that Viceroy Luis de Velasco
Segundo (Viceroy of New Spain from 1590 to 1595 and from
1607 to 1611) decided that the solution should not rely on con-
taining water but on expelling it from the city and the valley of
Mexico. The method conceived was a drainage system. Thus,
1607 is the year when the plan to expel water from the city was
first carried out, although it was originally conceived during the
mid-sixteenth century.® The plan was revived and abandoned
throughout the years from 1607 until the late nineteenth cen-
tury. In 1607, the project involved building a drainage canal,
half tunnel and half open trench, which was to guide the flood-
waters of the Valley of Mexico through the surrounding moun-
tains of Nochostingo to the northwest of the city into the Tula
River, from which they would flow to the Gulf of Mexico.”
The purpose of the open trench or canal (with a length of six
kilometres) was to connect Lake Zumpango to the town of
Huehuetoca by cutting across the mountains of Nochostingo.
At the end of the canal, a tunnel 6.5 kilometres long would
channel into its course all the water from the river Cuautitlan.
This tunnel would also help to drain Lake San Cristobal, pre-
vent the back flow of Lake Texcoco and lower the water level
of Lake Mexico. Finally, at the end of the tunnel an open
trench 650 metres in length would guide all the water into the
river Tula and flow into the Gulf of Mexico. The desagiie of
Huehuetoca took only ten months to complete (29 November
1607 to 17 September 1608), and more than sixty thousand
Indians were employed with losses of only ten or twenty dead
from illness. Ten died following accidents and fifty-three due
to illness endemic to the area of Huehuetoca. Its initial cost was
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three hundred thousand pesos, a sum that represented seventeen
percent of the American silver that the Crown received as an
annual average between 1606 and 1610, and fifteen per cent of
the annual average income of the Royal Treasury of Mexico
City.* However, after 1608, the drainage of Huehuetoca was
neither properly maintained nor enlarged, and engineer Enrico
Martinez,” the author of the project, faced both technical and
financial problems. The entire project was definitively halted in
1623 due to the conflicts that arose within the different govern-
ment branches responsible for urban affairs."” The complete halt
of the desagiie led to the most serious flood the city had expe-
rienced in its history, the flood of 1629. The rain began to
pour down on the day of Saint Matthew, 21 September, and
its persistence was such that it kept the city under water until
1634. During those years, more than thirty thousand people
died from drowning, illness and/or hunger, and of the twenty
thousand families who inhabited the city in 1629, only four
hundred remained by 1634, since many of those who managed
to flee established themselves in Puebla.'’ In 1629, one eyewit-
ness, the Dominican friar Alonso Franco, described the city as
a vast shipwreck:

... her houses and churches though of stone, looked more like
ships than buildings, which rested on the earth. They seemed to
be floating upon the water, and as with waterlogged ships, which
need to pump incessantly, in the houses and churches the pump-
ing went on day and night."?

In 1630, due to the chaotic situation, the Church, officials
and engineers proposed a number of alternative projects. One
involved abandoning the city and rebuilding it in a safer site,
a proposal supported in 1630-31 by Archbishop Manso and by
the King of Spain, but opposed by Viceroy Cerralvo and by
many inhabitants of the city.” Another proposal, made by the
Jesuit priest Francisco Calderén, involved searching for a mythi-
cal sumidero, a “natural tunnel reputed to lie in Lake Texcoco
that had consumed the flood waters during Aztec times.”"* With
the help of three hundred Indians, the search began in 1631,
but the sumidero was never found. The need to find a solution
to the problem was urgent: the city was completely swamped,
many people feared the outbreak of epidemics, and even though
it was a question of debate whether the enclosed chain of lakes,
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“the evil stepmother of this city” (in Hoberman’s phrase), were
intrinsically unhealthy, what was agreed upon was that floods
caused illness and death.” Another project put forward at the
time by Simén Méndez involved building a canal that would
drain Lake Texcoco directly and therefore prevent the back flow
of its water into the city. However, to do this, that is, to build the
so-called “universal drainage system” (desagiie universal), would
involve an enormous expenditure of time, money and men, and
it was cheaper, safer and easier, financially and politically, to
continue with the desagiie of Huehuetoca. Thus, when the works
resumed in 1637, it was decided that the tunnel would be con-
verted into an open trench that would serve to carry oft the
water of the river Cuautitlan and remove one of the chief causes
of flooding. It was thought that an open trench would bring an
end to the blockages that could occur in the tunnel. However,
what was not realized was that erosion would continue unless
the sides of the open canal were given a gentle slope.'®

The works on the desagiie continued from 1607 until 1789,
in particular during times of crisis, when floods threatened
the livelihood of the inhabitants of the city and the city itself,
as occurred in 1645, 1674, 1691, 1707, 1714, 1724, 1747 and
1763. When the desagiie of Huehuetoca was officially “per-
fected” in 1789, it proved that what was required was to drain
Lake Texcoco, as Simén Méndez had indicated in March 1630.
Otherwise, the danger of the lake rising and flooding the city
during the season of heavy rain would remain a menace to the
city and its inhabitants."”

In 1902, historian Luis Gonzalez Obregén argued that work
on the desagiie had consumed more than seven million pesos
between 1607 and 1822, and that experience had shown that in
order to free the city from floods it was necessary to establish
long-term continuity in the works, economic resources and
labour, and an efficient administrative apparatus exclusively
devoted to the desagiie.® What was required was a centralized
administration and a permanent bureaucracy. During the course
of the nineteenth century, the problems caused by floods within
the capital continued: the city was seriously flooded in 1819,
1856, 1865 and 1894, and the issue of the desagiie became a
national obsession as the century progressed. This led many pol-
iticians, engineers and physicians, regardless of their political
orientation, to put forward proposals and projects in order to
find a definitive solution to a problem that had accompanied
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the city throughout its history. Lucas Alaman was keenly inter-
ested and wrote in 1823 about this public work; and politician
José Maria Luis Mora visited the drainage of Huehuetoca in
1823 and wrote a report on its condition.” Even Alexander Von
Humboldt, during his trips across New Spain in 1803 and 1804,
spent time inspecting and writing about the drainage works.?
However, it was only after the 1856 flood that the issue of
the drainage system was seriously considered once again, as
the unsanitary conditions led to the outbreak of both epidemic
and non-epidemic diseases. The reasons for the neglect of the
desagiie between 1821 and 1856 were numerous, among them
the constant political upheavals experienced by the country after
Independence, the scarcity of economic resources and the lack of
continuity in the administration of the project, as there was no
single branch of government exclusively devoted to the desagiie.”!

This latter problem was solved in April 1853, when the gov-
ernment created the Ministry of Development (Secretaria de
Fomento). Among the obligations faced by this ministry, whose
name itself points towards the idea of “progress,” was the task of
administering and promoting the desagiie of the city and valley of
Mexico. In 1856, the Minister of Development, Manuel Siliceo,
appointed a commission composed of politicians and engineers
to reconsider the whole subject of the desagiie, and oftered a
prize of twelve thousand pesos to the best project for effectively
draining the valley so that the city might be free of danger
from floods.** Six projects were presented, and that of engineer
Francisco de Garay was accepted. This project planned to carry
off the surplus water of the lakes and the sewage of the city by
means of a canal (Gran Canal), a tunnel and an outflow ditch.
The Gran Canal would start at the southeast end of the city,
in the Barrio de San Lazaro, and pass through lakes Texcoco,
San Cristobal, Xaltocan and Zumpango. The total length of
the Gran Canal would be more than forty-seven kilometres.
Between the end of the Gran Canal and the beginning of the
tunnel, a reservoir to control the amount of water flowing into
the tunnel would be built. The tunnel would be more than ten
kilometres long, and all the water flowing through it would
reach an outflow ditch of 2.5 kilometres. This outflow ditch
would lead the water into a tributary of the river Tula, the river
Panuco, and finally all the water would be expelled into the
Gulf of Mexico (see Figure 6).




UNA PARTE DE LOS LAGOS DEL VALLE DE MEXICO
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Figure 6. Map of the Lakes in the Valley of Mexico, of the Gran Canal and
of the Tunnel of the Desagiie.
© Archivo Histérico del Agua, Mexico. Photograph by Alex Larrondo.
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It was thought that this project, when completed as outlined
above, would at last control the disruptions caused to the city
by flooding, and epidemic and non-epidemic disease would be
prevented by flushing away the waste before it rotted into dan-
gerous miasmas. This project, formally inaugurated in March
1900 by Porfirio Diaz, symbolized the triumph of science and
technology, presenting an optimistic view of how technical
solutions could be devised to control the city and, by extension,
how technical solutions could also be applied to solve public
health issues.**

The Drainage System

As the previous pages have shown, the attempts to deal with the
problems caused by excess water had as long a history as the city,
and during the Porfiriato, doctors, engineers and the govern-
ment not only set about offering a definitive solution to these
problems, but also wrote detailed studies of how the city drain-
age system had been constructed at difterent historical periods,
with what materials and techniques and with what degree of
effectiveness. For instance, in 1901 a study was made expressly
for the delegates of the Pan-American Congress held in Mexico
City, and was entitled Brief Sketch of the Drainage Works of the
Valley of Mexico. This study, as its title indicates, presented a
historical summary of the drainage problems the city had suf-
fered from its foundation as Tenochtitlan until the government
of Porfirio Diaz, and emphasized that finally, following the
advances in science and technology and the political stability and
economic development made possible by the Diaz government,
the city was to become a safe and prosperous place to live.”
However, the most important book written during the
Porfiriato that dealt with all these issues was the monumental
Memoria histérica, técnica y administrativa de las obras del desagiie del
Valle de México, 1449—-1900, published by the Junta Directiva de
las Obras del Desagiie in 1902. The Memoria included detailed
studies by prominent engineers and historians of the time.
Historian Luis Gonzilez Obregén dealt with the historical
aspect of the works, and also wrote the general introduction;
engineers Luis Espinosa and Isidro Diaz Lombardo reviewed
the technical aspects of the construction of the drainage system,
while engineer Rosendo Esparza analyzed its administrative and
financial aspects.?® This monumental work clearly shows that the



The Conquest of Water

Porfirian administration regarded the desagiie as one of its most
important priorities and as a public work that would free the
city from the almost eternal threat of floods. The desagiie became
the symbol of what good administration, technical knowledge
and careful investigation could accomplish at a time of increased
wealth, peace and prosperity.

Engineer Espinosa argued that during Diaz’s first term in
office (1877-80), most measures taken to prevent the overflow
of the city’s sewers and canals relied on keeping them free of
obstructions, and that due to the lack of adequate drainage and
sewer systems, the sanitary condition of the city relied upon
the hope that the city’s inhabitants would follow the numerous
hygienic regulations laid down to keep the city clean.?’

However, the cleansing of the city was not enough to restrain
the invasion of water, and the Minister of Development, Vicente
Riva Palacio believed that the drainage system, when com-
pleted, would deliver the benefits everyone had sought for so
long.”® The previous chapters have shown that most measures
advanced by public health officials to improve the unsanitary
conditions of the city emphasized the need to keep the city
clean, to clear, cover and drain all open ditches and sewers, to
sweep streets and clean public fountains, among other things. In
1881, the Superior Sanitation Council stated through one of its
commissions that in order to prevent a health crisis, particular
attention should be given to its sewers, and recommended that
all of them should be cleansed, that no animal or human waste
should be thrown into them and that the police should ensure
that the measures were followed, particularly in tenement build-
ings. It added that the best time of day to clean the sewers was
at night or very early in the morning, before the heat of the sun
caused the evaporation of the tainted water, causing the spread
of sources of infection. The Superior Sanitation Council also
believed that the miasmas could be destroyed by burning the
deposits of stagnant materials and by the use of disinfectants.?

The concern about unsanitary conditions in the capital and
the incidence of premature death, in particular among children,
was also highlighted in 1882. On 21 January, the Congreso
Higiénico Pedagdgico was inaugurated in the capital, and one
of the topics discussed was the importance of education and ade-
quate schools for the development of hygienic practices among
children. In 1883, the first Congreso Nacional de Higiene was
also held in Mexico City; this analyzed the possible measures
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that could be taken to upgrade the sanitary conditions of the
nation and to prevent epidemic diseases from entering the coun-
try via its ports and borders.” The recommendations made by
the Superior Sanitation Council in 1881 and by the congresses
held in 1882 and 1883 pointed to the growing distaste for dirt
and increased concern for public health at a time when the city
was expanding at an unprecedented rate. At the same time as
physicians and hygienists were gathering to discuss what could
be done to improve the sanitary conditions of the capital, engi-
neers drew up projects for the best sewer and drainage system
they could think of.

Floods and infection caused architect and civil engineer
Ricardo Orozco to submit a project to the Commission of
Public Works in 1884, and to establish that those were the “great
evils” the capital faced. He argued that the problem of floods
was not exclusive to Mexico, and that in Holland the authorities
continually had to devise methods to contain water and pre-
vent floods. The Dutch had successfully managed to do so by
building dikes and by pumping out water, but this method, he
argued, was not appropriate for Mexico City. With regard to
the infection caused by putrefying waste and stagnant water, the
only solution known to be efficient, and also to prevent floods,
relied on a drainage system.”

Unlike cities such as London, Paris and New York, located
next to rivers into which they could channel waste water,
Mexico City had the disadvantage of being located in an
unfortunate geographical site. It had no large rivers and was
surrounded by mountains within an enclosed valley. Engineer
Orozco argued that it was in those major cities that the most
adequate sanitary measures had been implemented, and that
after a very careful study of how they had dealt with or were
dealing with their sanitary problems, he had reached the con-
clusion that the only real solution for Mexico City was the
drainage of the city. The drainage of the city and valley of
Mexico would solve the problem of floods, but he conceived the
drainage system as the “complement” of the sewer system.*

Engineer Orozco’s project was based on the belief that it was
imperative to lower the water level of the city and to provide
sufficient movement in the sewers to avoid stagnation. But this
measure would be useless unless the city were properly drained,
by means of a Gran Canal to expel all water — both rain and
waste water. And this, he was certain, could be accomplished.”
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The arguments in favour of the desagiie were also shared by the
journal of the Municipal Council, and its adherence to the pro-
posal was based on the impact that this public work would have
on the health of the capital.

In an article published on 22 July 1885, EI Municipio Libre
categorically affirmed that the only possible way to prevent
a cholera epidemic from invading not only the capital but
the entire country was to drain all visible water, marshes and
swamps, to plant as many trees as possible, to provide abundant
drinking water to all towns and cities, and to establish good
public services for the collection of rubbish and waste.*

Thus, by the mid-1880s, after many years of deliberations,
projects and proposals, it was widely believed that the drainage
system that should be built was the same that had been proposed
by engineer Francisco de Garay in 1856, a project which had
been perfected by engineer Luis Espinosa during the 1870s, and
which engineer Ricardo Orozco had revived in 1884. It was
also thought that the drainage system could be successtully com-
pleted in the climate of political stability and social peace present
in the country, and this had a great deal to do with the increas-
ingly strong and interventionist role of a state that aimed to
create a thoroughly modern Mexico.

After General Manuel Gonzalez’s interregnum as President of
the Republic (1880—84), Porfirio Diaz secured his position as
President, a position he was not to abandon until his resignation
in 1911. In 1885, in a meeting between Diaz and the President of
the Municipal Council, General Pedro Rincén Gallardo, and the
Regidor de Obras Publicas, engineer Manuel Maria Contreras,
it was decided that the drainage works must go ahead in order to
improve the sanitary conditions in the city, and that therefore the
Municipal Council would allocate two hundred thousand pesos
per year to the task. In the opinion of Porfirio Diaz, the drainage
system was nothing other than a public health work.”

The drainage works would guarantee not only the prosper-
ity of the capital city, but also the health of its inhabitants. In
1886, after Diaz’s visit to the “public health work,” he submit-
ted a proposal to Congress that involved allocating an annual
sum not of two hundred thousand but of four hundred thou-
sand pesos for the construction of this public work. Additionally,
a loan was secured from London (£2,400,000) that was to
be exclusively used for the desagiie. Thus the project had been
approved, and it was financially safe to proceed, but it was also
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essential to have the full co-operation of specialists in engineer-
ing, public health and sanitation. To fill this void, the Junta
Directiva del Desagtie del Valle de México was created on 9
February 1886. The director of the Junta Directiva was engineer
Luis Espinosa; the Ministry of Development was responsible for
the technical aspects of the public works, and its president was
the leader of the Municipal Council, Pedro Rincén Gallardo.
The Junta Directiva also included Jose Yves Limantour, Agustin
Cerdan, Francisco Rivas Goéngora, Pablo Macedo, Gabriel
Mancera and Rosendo Esparza, among others.”® The Junta
Directiva became a bureaucracy staffed by skilled experts with a
long-term commitment, and during the official inauguration of
the Junta Directiva, Rincén Gallardo stated the following:

By special order from the President of the Republic, who has seen
with great pleasure the zeal with which you wish to carry out the
important public work to give health and life to our unhealthy
city ... you will have the satisfaction of having assured for your-
self and your descendants man’s most valuable good — health —
seriously imperiled by the dirtiness of this city. Moreover, your
names will go on to posterity, overflowing with blessings, not
only from the Mexicans who will be saved from illnesses, pre-
mature death and the ruin of their properties, but by the whole
Republic, interested in the resurgence of our beautiful capital.®’

In July 1886, five months after the Junta Directiva had been
officially inaugurated and the desagiie praised as a public work
that would bring health to the city, health to the inhabitants,
and glory to those responsible for such a historic task, the news-
paper El Tiempo made critical comments when a storm flooded
many central streets, stressing the fact that instead of terrestrial
vehicles, the inhabitants required canoes to go from one place to
the other.” Press criticisms proliferated every time the city was
flooded, and some articles argued that the Municipal Council
was more concerned with embellishing the city by introducing
historical monuments, gardens and ornate fountains than with
finding a definitive solution to a problem that threatened the
health of the inhabitants.” The complaints were not only
expressed in the press. Many inhabitants wrote to the Municipal
Council, demanding not only a prompt solution but also
compensation for the damage caused to their houses and/or
businesses by floods. In a letter written in 1888 to the Municipal
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Council, Mr. Mariano Panes argued that his home and sur-
rounding property had become flooded and demanded compen-
sation for the damage caused. The reply he received from the
government stated that the authorities were not responsible for
the losses Mr. Panes had suffered, and that he would therefore
receive no compensation.*’ In 1893, the owner of the textile fac-
tory La Victoria, located in the eastern part of the city very close
to the Canal de la Viga, argued that all his employees had to do
their duties with water up to their knees, adding that the Canal
de la Viga rose 8.65 metres, flooding the entire barrio of La
Resurreccion. The Municipal Council also received another
letter in 1897, signed by a Mr. Tiburcio Olmos, who requested
compensation of 825 pesos for a flood that caused the collapse
of seven of the thirty-three rooms he had built to let to the
poorest people of the city. According to Mr. Olmos, the force
of the water was such that it had been impossible to contain it.
The Municipal Council sent engineer Esparza to assess what had
caused the collapse of the rooms, and his report stated that the
rooms were built with poor quality materials, that they lacked
firm foundations and that it would have been unsafe to rent
them. Therefore, there was no reason why Mr. Olmos should be
given the compensation he requested.*

In the midst of the wave of criticisms and demands made by
the inhabitants of the city, the Junta Directiva began to work
in 1886 under the leadership of engineer Espinosa, who said
that the public works had the following objectives and charac-
teristics: first, to prevent floods; second, to receive all tainted
water from Mexico City and drive it out of the Valley; and third,
to “govern” water, in particular the water that was harmful to
health. The public works would have three main parts: a Canal,
a Tunnel and an Outflow Ditch.* The aim was no less than
the conquest of water. Of the three key elements mentioned by
Espinosa, only the outflow ditch was almost finished, because
it had been dug between 1868 and 1870.** The tunnel and the
canal were the most difficult and required much more work,
money and time than the outflow ditch. And by 1889, due to
technical, administrative and organizational inefficiency, as well
as the lack of machinery and dredges, Mr. José Yves Limantour
argued that it was necessary to resort to foreign help.*

The need to seek foreign assistance also stemmed from another
problem mentioned by Limantour, namely “the character of our
people.” Because of the supposedly inherent deficiencies of the
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national character, it was imperative to seek the advice of spe-
cial men who “have acquired enough experience in similar tasks,
and that have the tenacity and spirit to see through tasks of
this nature, surpassing all difficulties be them technical or eco-
nomic.”® Advice had been sought in British and United States
engineering firms for the construction of railways, for Mexico
City’s tramways and in mines, and the contract for the desagiie
tunnel was initially given to the company Read and Campbell
of London, and the contract for the Gran Canal to the American
Dredging Company. However, these contracts were cancelled
after the works saw no major progress, and other foreign engi-
neering firms were sought. The task of building the Gran Canal
— the core of the drainage system — was given to the British
firm Pearson and Sons, led by Sir Weetman Pearson (later Lord
Cowdray). When the contract was signed by Romero Rubio and
Pearson and Sons on 23 December 1889, it stated that the Junta
Directiva of the Desagiie would deliver to the Contractor, with
the least possible delay, the lands required for both for the exca-
vation of the Canal and the side banks.*” This meant that through
the construction of the desagiie, the city would expand and would
claim or appropriate all land required for this public work.
Through the desagiie, the countryside would be transtormed as
a result of the use of machinery, organized labour and foreign
expertise for the benefit of the capital city. The construction of
this major public work ignored municipal and state boundaries
and followed the natural gradients of the terrain to achieve the
incline required to expel all waste from the city (see Figure 7).

According to John Body, general manager of Pearson and
Sons in Mexico, the drainage works had two major objectives:
first, to control the level of the lakes and waters of the valley;
and second, to receive the sewage of the city of Mexico and
carry the whole of it outside the valley.*® The resources invested
in the desagiie between February 1886 and June 1900 amounted
to 15,967,778 pesos, and the work on the Gran Canal begun in
January 1890 was largely concluded by June 1896. However, the
entire drainage work was not completed until 1900. During its
construction, there was continuous surveillance of the workers,
with fines for those who did not work efficiently, and labour was
organized in three shifts of eight hours each. The excavation of
the Gran Canal to a depth sufficient to float the dredgers was
done manually (4,800,000 cubic metres), a process which Mr.
Body described as follows:
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Figure 7. The Gran Canal of Desagtie, 1900.
© Archivo Historico del Agua, Mexico. Photograph by Alex Larrondo.

This work was done by Indians by task-work, the earth being
removed to a distance of about 100 feet, in a rough net or basket
carried on the back and supported by a strap from the head, each
man carrying and digging alternately. The Indians execute all
kinds of earthworks very satisfactorily provided that sufficient

care is taken to keep the work to proper time and level.*’

Railways were used to transport most of the necessary materi-
als and equipment, and the main administrative and technical
offices were located in the town of Zumpango, which became
known as the “capital” of the drainage works. Because of the
extension of the drainage works, it became necessary to build
aqueduct-bridges for rivers and canals, bridges for railroads and
for other terrestrial vehicles.” At first there was only one doctor
at the site, but due to the accidents that inevitably occurred, a
hospital was built exclusively for those working on the desagiie.
When fatal accidents took place, the Junta Directiva gave the
family of the deceased compensation equal to the work the
victim had accomplished, but also considered whether incompe-
tence or carelessness had had any bearing on the accident before
giving the money to the family.”!

With the desagiie, the overflow of Lake Texcoco would be
controlled, restraining the invasion of tainted water into the city.
However, in order to attain the health, order and cleanliness
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of the city, in particular by eradicating the overflow and putrid
stenches arising from its sewers, what was required was the
rebuilding of the entire sewage system.

The Sewage System

In 1888, the Municipal Council decided that an urgent over-
haul of the city’s inefficient sewers was required, and to this
end created the Junta de las Obras de Saneamiento de la Ciudad
de México, a commission of engineers whose task was to com-
pile all the relevant information in order to proceed. After three
years of careful study, the results were given to engineers Luis
Espinosa, Manuel Contreras, Leandro Fernandez and Roberto
Gayol, who studied the information and assessed which would
be the best sewage system for the capital.

The situation the city’s sewers faced was as follows: they
were primarily storm sewers, and their main function was rain-
water drainage, but they were also used for the disposal of
waste water, both from factories and houses. Sewers were of
three types: underground, open sewers and gutters. However,
many open sewers and gutters were also used to dispose of
human and animal waste. The liquid waste was meant to flow
into the underground sewers, then into the Canal de San
Lazaro, and finally into Lake Texcoco. However, because the
underground sewers were generally clogged, whenever the city
flooded following a heavy rainfall or the overflow of Lake
Texcoco, all the sewers also overflowed. It is not surprising that
due to their inefficiency during those years it was said that it
was best to try to imagine than to describe the state of the
subsoil under the city. Such unsanitary conditions led to a mor-
tality rate that reached forty per thousand, and it was thought
that the city had the highest mortality rate in the civilized
world. It was also argued that the only factor that protected
the city to some degree from pestilence was its altitude of
over seven thousand feet above sea level, but that nonetheless,
malarial and gastric fevers were almost endemic.”® According
to Matias Romero, the problem of the drainage system was
one that for a century “has been settling into one of pure sani-
tation.”” Although the government had called for plans for
draining the valley, what was really needed was to dispose of
the sewage. The drainage system was thus to be simply a part
of the sewage system of the city.
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When the project for the new sewage system was made public
by engineer Roberto Gayol in 1895, its aim was to take advan-
tage of the drainage system being built and to take all the
waste water into the drainage system and out of the city. The
sewage system proposed was then known as a “combined sewage
system.”** This type of system was also used in Paris, Berlin,
Brussels, Vienna and New York, examples that had been care-
fully studied by Gayol, Espinosa and other engineers.” The
combined system was intended to have a large enough capacity
to receive all domestic waste, and the volume of precipitation
it would have to cope with suggested that the network had to
be colossal in scale, and that the rubbish collected from street
sweeping should never enter the system. A major problem facing
this type of sewage system was the lack of sufficient water to
maintain movement at all times and thus to cleanse the network,
a problem that could arise in times of drought or when it became
clogged, causing the accumulated deposits to ferment. However,
it was not only the decaying organic matter that could cause
disease; some doctors believed that the sewers could exude an
odourless gas that caused innumerable infectious and non-infec-
tious diseases.

The construction of the new sewage system did not begin
until 1897, and between 1888 and 1897, the National Academy
of Medicine and the Superior Sanitation Council made detailed
studies of the impact the new public work would have on the
health of the city and its inhabitants. In 1893, the Superior
Sanitation Council made a number of recommendations to be
followed in the city to prevent the development of a typhus epi-
demic. Among them was the building of a new sewage system,
and the Council emphasized the aspects to be avoided if the
system adopted was the “combined system”: deficient ventilation
and the stagnation of water. The lack of ventilation, according
to the members of the Academy of Medicine, caused two seri-
ous problems: waste water produced miasmas, and the products
of this decomposition led to the proliferation of germs; and both
miasmas and germs were taken into all houses causing disease.>
The reference made to both miasmas and germs points to the
fact that the initial understandings of the germ theory “were
deeply indebted to an older scientific discipline, that is, to sani-
tary science, which stressed the ubiquity of airborne infection
and the disease-causing properties of human wastes, organic
decay” — and miasmas.”” In another study carried out in
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1896 by the Hygiene Commission of the National Academy of
Medicine, it expressed to the Comisiéon de Obras Publicas the
view that the entire sewer system had to be rebuilt (otherwise
the drainage system would be useless), and that the new sewers
should be built at the same time as the drainage works.”® Some
members of the National Academy of Medicine believed that
the main cause of premature death among the urban popula-
tion was the proliferation of infectious diseases, and these, they
argued, had their origin in the impregnation of the soil, land and
water with putrefying organic waste. It was therefore necessary
to drain the land, to install adequate sewers and to take all waste
and excess water out of the city.””

Physicians were of the opinion that only some African cities
had a higher mortality rate than Mexico City, and the causes
mentioned included the lack of drinking water, inefficient sewers
and waste-disposal systems, as well as the dirt found in many
streets. Another origin of the problem was to be found in the
misery, poverty and vice of large sectors of the urban poor.®
The link between misery, poverty and vice among the urban
population and the lack of water was repeatedly stressed at the
time. It was upheld by the belief that the majority of the popula-
tion, due to their lack of education and superstitious behaviour,
lived in crowded and unsanitary conditions. Most Mexicans, it
was assumed, were ignorant, did not have any sentiments of true
citizenship, resorted to magic and quacks when ill, and loved
to drink but not to work.”" Therefore, the efforts of the gov-
ernment to attain a clean and hygienic city were continuously
boycotted and thwarted because of the popular customs of its
inhabitants.”® The Mexican people had to be educated and to
learn the principles of hygiene and morality if the city was to be
transformed. This process would take some time; in the mean-
time, the cleansing of the city had to go ahead.

The doctors of the National Academy of Medicine thought
that it was important to build the drainage and sewers simulta-
neously, so that the overall sanitation would be less expensive
and also because of their theory that digging up the streets
brought pathogenic germs and miasmas into contact with the
air, and that if this happened, they would become more danger-
ous and their circulation within the city on air currents would
be enhanced.® This again points to the fact that the miasmatic
theory of disease remained entrenched in public health thinking
and that the germ theory of disease to a large degree reinforced
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the assumptions of the environmental theories by confirming
the risks of polluted air and water. This opinion was shared
by the members of the Superior Sanitation Council, when it
expressed in 1897 that it was crucial to provide constant move-
ment to the water below the city, to avoid the stagnation and
decay of all waste in order to prevent the creation of sites of
decomposition and miasmatic emanations.®*

Other proposals made during those years to reduce the danger
posed to public health by water, land and atmospheric pollution
caused by sewers and open ditches favoured the use of charcoal
and other chemical disinfectants.®® In 1881, Dr. Huerta stated
that he was convinced that the use of disinfectants would lead
to the eradication of noxious odours, and that this was an inex-
pensive, practical and easy method of dealing with urgent health
problems.®® However, his proposal was rejected by Dr. Nicolas
Ramirez de Arellano, a prominent member of the Superior
Sanitation Council, who replied that only sanitary science, that
is the drainage and sewage systems, would remove all human
and animal waste from the city, and that only then would Lake
Texcoco cease to be the cesspool of the capital.”” Arellano also
stressed that agriculture would benefit from waste water if it
were used as a fertilizer. Thus, the conversion of sewage into
tertilizer would render a threat invisible and would transform
it into a benefit to both the city and the countryside. If urban
waste could be used for agriculture in the regions surrounding
the city, a balance between the city and the countryside could
be achieved. The aim was to pump clean or pure water from
the countryside into the city, and to evacuate the city’s waste
into the countryside, where it could be of use and transform
arid regions into arable land. The importance of recycling urban
waste was medical, economic and a matter of human survival.
In France, during the mid-nineteenth century, as Alain Corbin
has shown, engineer A. Mille held that “every unpleasant odor
signals a blow to public health in the towns, and a loss of manure
in the countryside.”*® Arellano also believed that the transfer of
sewage was a priority.

The combined sewer system was intended to receive house-
hold sewage and rain water from particular areas of the city (the
most modern colonias); this waste water would be brought to
each of the five main sewers located in the city and would then
be pumped into pipes leading out of the city and into the Gran
Canal del Desagiie.”” Special care had to be taken to avoid dead
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ends within the system because they constituted foci of infec-
tion. The continual flushing of the sewers would guarantee their
permanent good order and cleanliness. The water was to be
taken from the Canal de la Viga and by means of sudden rushes
of water the liquid would flow through the sewers. Mexico
City’s sewer system would accomplish what no other system in
the world had managed to do, to flush every day all the sewers
of the city. The construction of manholes and lamp-holes would
allow for their inspection and the removal of any accidental
obstacle with the greatest of ease and without digging up the
sewers or the paving of the streets. In times of drought or other
unfortunate situations, “a gang of twenty men would be enough
to clean the sewers everyday.””

Porfirio Diaz, in his address to Congress in September
1903, stated that sanitary conditions in the capital continued to
improve, and in particular he emphasized the role sewers had
played.”" The sewage system was formally inaugurated in 1905,
and according to Pablo Macedo, its cost up to 1903, without
taking into consideration the additional expense of re-paving
the city’s streets, amounted to 8,043,616 pesos.”” According to
Matias Romero, both the sewage and drainage systems would
transform the city into one of the healthiest in the world, its
inhabitants would have more security, enjoy longer lives, pros-
perity would increase, and

the population will grow rapidly, not to mention the tide of tour-
ists that will set in from the Unites States, and this will mean
larger revenues for the municipality. So after a weary search of
centuries for relief, the beautiful Valley of Mexico will gain its
deliverance not only from the engulfing floods, but also from the
sanitary evils that have long resulted from defective drainage.”

During the construction of the sewage system, there were
numerous claims and remarks by the inhabitants about the chaos
the construction caused in the city’s streets, making it danger-
ous to circulate within them. Some inhabitants feared that the
excavations required to install the sewers would damage the
foundations of their homes and cause their collapse. In October
1889, a group of neighbours whose houses were located near
an area where one of the main sewers was to be built wrote
to the Municipal Council saying that they feared the collapse
of their homes if the excavations proceeded. In January 1900,



The Conquest of Water

the Municipal Council replied, underlining that it was useless
to discuss the importance or convenience the public works
had, and added that the inquiries carried out by the Municipal
Council proved that the city’s inhabitants had no good reason
to be afraid.”* In March 1900, the newspaper El Imparcial argued
that the material progress of the city was becoming more evi-
dent as the days went by, and told its readers that the removal of
pavements and the obstruction of the streets were nothing other
than proofs that all civilized centres had to overcome if they
were to become sites of well-being for their inhabitants. Even
though the sanitation works caused annoyance to the population
— it added — they would benefit the health and living condi-
tions of all citizens. Therefore, the article urged the urban popu-
lation to support and work towards the health of the city and to
understand that the chaotic situation was ultimately in the best
interests of the city.”” But a guide to Mexico City warned its
readers of the chaos to be found in the city’s streets:

.. many residents of Mexico have died victims of infectious dis-
eases contracted as a result of the fetid and foul-smelling emana-
tions from the sewers and open ditches in the streets and squares
for the drainage works; others have fallen to the ground ... break-
ing their head or ribs at the mercy of the invasion of the slippery
slime thrown onto the sidewalks by the drainage workers ...
Other good residents ... if they have had the fortune of not being
blind or short sighted, or of not walking at night with the lack of
balance which an immoderate use of alcohol causes in the legs (in
both cases they run the imminent risk of taking a bath of foul-
smelling water and of filth at the bottom of the open sewers),
in order to arrive at a place just six or seven streets away ... are
forced to make a thousand detours to avoid the clogged, flooded

and infected places ...”°

Regardless of the criticisms, demands and complaints articu-
lated by some inhabitants of the city about the construction of
the public works, and regardless of the indifference that others
felt towards the idea of a hygienic city, the construction of the
public works was too important to the government, engineers
and public health officials for it to be suspended.

During the final decades of the nineteenth century, the city
was incessantly described and dissected, and its underground
was repeatedly explored. The metaphor of the city as a diseased
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organism or living body implied that it required a thorough
investigation and classification of all its ills, efficient co-ordina-
tion and organization to restore its condition, and that it was
crucial to give free circulation to its subsoil. The underground
— the invisible — was unveiled, the movement of water had to
be controlled and the threats emanating from the sewers elimi-
nated. The biological metaphors used to describe the city were
also employed for its social problems or social diseases, among
which alcoholism and prostitution stood out. For instance, Dr.
Luis Lara y Pardo wrote in 1908 that science had clearly proven
that prostitution was a degenerative state of social and psy-
chological inferiority and a threat to educated people, as he
commented in his book La prostitucion en México.”” The statisti-
cal information gathered by the sanitary inspectors and used by
Lara y Pardo suggested that the city had 10,937 registered pros-
titutes in 1904; 11,554 in 1905; and 9,742 in 1906. Moreover,
Lara y Pardo acknowledged that to make matters worse, the
figures were not even exact and that they did not include clan-
destine prostitutes.”

Even though this book does not deal with either prostitution
or alcoholism during the Porfiriato, it is important to consider
an interesting description of the city’s sewers found in the novel
Santa, written by Federico Gamboa, and published in 1903.”
The book narrates the life of Santa, a beautiful peasant girl
who, after being seduced by a military man from the city, had
no option but to flee her town — Chimalistac — after her
besmirched honour and name brought shame to her and her
family. In the city, she was corrupted by the vices and immo-
rality of the Capital; she engaged in prostitution, having no
other option, and died of cervical cancer. Lara y Pardo explic-
itly criticized Gamboa’s novel by stating that romantic novels
had transformed the figure of the prostitute into a heroine, par-
ticularly in countries with a Latin temperament.*” And when
Gamboa described the immorality and diseased condition of
Santa, who was close to death, he did so by evoking images of
the sewers. It must be noted that the thorough investigation of
both sewers and prostitution was undertaken in France by the
hygienist Alexandre Parent-Duchatelet during the 1830s, and
that his studies must have been known in Mexico, as reference
to him is continuously made by Lara y Pardo.?' It is possible
that Gamboa was acquainted with Parent-Duchatelet’s studies,
but what is certain is that in his novels he attempted to present
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extreme cases of modern life in the capital.* The image Gamboa
presents is the following:

Santa descended, downwards, always further down ... a super-
human force has cast her to drift with formidable drive through
all the murkiness of the bottomless heights of the enormous cor-
rupted city. Santa drifted through this murkiness, in the pestilent
basements, black from inferior vice, she drifted in the same way as
the dirty and impure waters from the subterranean sewers angrily
gallop through the dark intestines of the streets, with a sinister
glug-glug of imprisoned liquid that has to flow in an invariable
direction even though it is opposed, even though it swirls around
in corners and suspicious and foul-smelling cavities, places which
those above do not know of ... There goes the water, unknow-
able, without crystals on its back, without freshness in its lymph;
transporting detritus and microbes, all that which stinks and kaills;
portraying the black, the hidden, the unnamed that should not
be revealed; emitting through every vent of the grating, a heavy
reek, an anguished and hoarse murmur of exhaustion, of sadness,
of sorrow ... there it goes, ejected from the city and from the
people, to pound against the irons of the exit, to die at sea, which
shrouds it and protects it, perhaps it is only the sea that remembers
that it was born pure; in the mountain, quenching the thirst and
fertilizing the fields, that it was dew, perfume, life ...

Gamboa depicts the irreversible moral and physical downfall of
Santa, and the figure of the prostitute is metamorphosed into
a sewer, a site of decomposition, disease and contagion which
takes hold of the city.

Both the sewers and the prostitute belonged to the under-
ground, to the intestines of the streets, and their corrupted and
dangerous liquids and stenches harmed and killed. The final
and only solution was their eradication from the city: death
for the prostitute, and the sea for the sewage. The unnamable
and unknowable became the sites of social investigation by
public health officials. Gamboa’s description of the repugnant
and corrupted elements of urban life was influenced by the top-
ographical investigations or diagnoses of the city made during
the final decades of the nineteenth century, and also by the
impact naturalism had in late —nineteenth century Mexican lit-
erature. Gamboa also presented a clear opposition between the
countryside and city, through which he idealized rural areas.
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The idealization of the countryside took place at a time when
increased urbanization led many to regard the capital as a site
of corruption, danger, filth and moral degeneration.® The city
was thought to be particularly dangerous for women and their
fulfillment of the duty that society and nature had entrusted
them with: to be respectable mothers, wives and daughters.®
However, the fact that Gamboa resorted to the city’s sewers
to portray the inevitable death of Santa also points to the fact
that he used a problematical element of the city of which most
inhabitants were well aware, and which could be easily remem-
bered, evoked, seen and smelled.

The official optimism that had accompanied the construction
of the drainage and sewage works became manifest during their
inauguration. During the month of March 1900, most of the
capital’s newspapers began to prepare the limited reading public
for an event without precedent in the history of the city. On 16
March 1900, EI Imparcial began its report on the inauguration of
the drainage works by stating that it was possible that many of its
readers were not fully aware of the astounding magnitude of the
project and the huge problems they would solve, adding that the
threat of floods would disappear, that the city would finally be a
healthy environment, with no bad odours or filth; that the flow
of sewage out of the city would increase the region’s agricultural
production and that it would also be used for the production of
hydroelectric power.*® The success of the public works could not
have been greater, and the chronicles of the event itself magni-
fied this optimism.

On the morning of Saturday, 17 March 1900, the city was
awakened by the sound of all the church bells announcing the
inauguration of the drainage works.®” The sound of the bells, the
music of victory in war, notified the entire population that a sec-
ular struggle had finally been won. On that morning, General
Porfirio Diaz and a select group of 180 guests (including all the
members of the Junta Directiva de las Obras del Desagiie, the
diplomatic body and government representatives) met at eight
o’clock at the Palacio Nacional where ten special vehicles took
them to San Lazaro, the focal point of celebration. General
Porfirio Diaz formally inaugurated the public works at nine
o’clock.® An achievement that no other government in the his-
tory of the city had managed to attain was celebrated in a public
ceremony that included a select group of men and excluded the
majority of the urban population, just as the public works had.
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Pedro Rincon Gallardo, president of the Junta Directiva del
Desagiie, read a speech during the inauguration in which he
expressed that the need to find a solution to the desagiic had
existed since the time when the Aztecs dominated the valley of
Mexico, and that the event that gathered them together on that
day was made possible by the support and enthusiasm Porfirio
Diaz had given to the enterprise. He believed that the public
work would deliver the city with

hygienic conditions through the drainage of the swamps which
today infest it with their smells; beauty from the cleanliness of its
streets and dwellings, and the exaltation, a natural consequence
of these conditions, which will place Mexico in a distinguished
place amongst the largest and most populous cities on earth.*’

The conclusion of the public works had promoted the resur-
gence of the capital for the third time in its history. The first had
been the Aztec city, the second the colonial city, and the third
the modern city. The resurgence of the city was to be accompa-
nied by health-giving elements that would allow the country to
enter into a path of future prosperity and fortune.”

The construction of such colossal public works could find an
equivalent only in Italy. The analogy with Italy, with Rome,
meant that the public works were portrayed as civilizing agents
with imperial connotations. The Aztecs had not been capable
of solving the problem, and neither had the Spaniards or the
national government throughout most of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Only Porfirio Diaz’s achievements had made possible the
peace and progress required for such a task, and the renewal of
the capital would transform the city above ground as well as
below (see Figure 8).

Other important icons of progress, such as telegraphs, ports
and harbours, could also been seen throughout the country;
most notable were the railroads, which extended their tracks and
reached sites which had been abandoned by history and by prog-
ress. As Porfirio Diaz remarked on one occasion:

The whistle of the train in the deserts where previously only the
shriek of the savage was heard, is a sign of peace and prosperity for
this noble nation, which aspires with justice to participate in the
wealth that freedom and science have bestowed on the civilized

world.”!
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Figure 8. The Tunnel of Tequixquiac, 1900.
© Archivo Historico del Agua, Mexico. Photograph by Alex Larrondo.

And indeed, the railroads extended throughout the country. By
1880, there were 1,073 kilometres of rail tracks; in 1884, 5,731
kilometres; in 1890, 9,544, and by 1898, the total had increased
to 12,081 kilometres.””

But nothing could compare to the drainage works. Because
of the climate of social order and peace prevalent in the nation,
it had been possible to accomplish what science had deemed
impossible — the control of water. Through work and perse-
verance, and aided by technology, the nation had been able to
vanquish something that was disagreeable and a threat to public
health. Shortly after the inauguration that brought together a
minority of the urban population, a monument in the main
plaza of Zumpango was proposed. Zumpango was the town
where the administrative offices of the Direccion de las Obras
del Desagtie and warchouses for the construction of the drainage
system had been located. The project was defined as an artistic
monument dedicated to the remembrance of the date on which
the drainage system had been inaugurated.” In addition, on 22
March 1900, a museum was opened on the ground floor of one
of the buildings occupied by the Direccion de las Obras del
Desagtie del Valle de Mexico, displaying all the archaeological
remains found during the construction of the Gran Canal.”
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The construction of the monument and the museum followed
the public visits to the desagiie that began after its inauguration.
The inhabitants of the city were offered public tours. Some
were advertised as outdoor excursions that promoted the idea
of recreation, fresh air and healthy activity, while others had a
clear educational purpose. For instance, on 1 April 1900, sixty
medical students went to the drainage works, accompanied by
the Professor of Hygiene, doctor Angel Gavino.” In 1904, the
excursions continued, as El Imparcial notified its readers on 15
October, stating that the enthusiasm among the families was
becoming more notorious during the visits to the drainage
works.”® It was just as important to see the drainage works
as it was to see the monuments placed along the Pasco de la
Reforma, since they all pointed to the modernity of the city and
to the climate of order and peace prevalent in the country.

The excursions to the desagiie were also important because
they enabled all those wishing to be see them to do so in
their leisure time, as a recreational activity. Leisure time became
increasingly organized, whether through sports or excursions
arranged by schools, clubs, workers’ organizations, or by fami-
lies who would enjoy the day and see with their own eyes the
monumental public works that — it was hoped — would bring
so many benefits to the city. The organization of recreational
activities was also intended to prevent people from engaging in
unhealthy or immoral activities conducive to vice, such as gam-
bling and blood sports, in particular cockfights and bullfights.

Descriptions of other cities during the Porfiriato make it clear
that programs to upgrade their sanitary conditions were also
implemented, and although research has yet to be done “to
examine the extent to which Mexico’s provincial capitals rep-
licated in miniature the institutional and ideological blueprint
for modernization that Diaz’s advisors had designed with the
national metropolis in mind,””” some recent studies of these
cities have been undertaken. In 1887, the measures taken to pre-
vent the city of Puebla from being invaded by cholera were very
much the same as those applied in the capital: the cleansing of
sewers and all sites of accumulation of human and animal waste.
In 1888, the city was described by Samuel Morales Pereira and
Secundino Sosa, in their book Puebla, su higiene, sus enfermedades,
as a place whose streets had no pavements, and which during
the rainy season was transformed into swamps and marshes. The
authors argued that the state of health or disease prevalent in a
given locality was linked to environmental conditions, such as
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land and atmosphere; to food and drink, and in particular to
the availability of water, as in the capital.”® Panic seized Puebla
in 1890 following an influenza epidemic which threatened to
sweep across the city, and again the measures advised by public
health officials to prevent it from spreading relied upon enhanc-
ing public hygiene. These included avoiding the stagnation of
tainted water, the construction of public works, and the cultiva-
tion of cleanliness, both public and private.”

In 1896, the incidence of typhus among the population of
Puebla was described as alarming, and the recommendations
made to prevent further contagion stated that all inhabitants of
the city, regardless of their social status, had to adopt and practice
hygienic measures. In 1901, engineer Eduardo Bello Pérez pre-
sented the Municipal Council with a detailed sanitation project
whose dictum was “Sanitation, Beauty and Utility.”"”" During
the last Porfirian administration of the city of Puebla (1907-11),
the Municipal Council introduced a number of improvements
aimed at providing better urban services, among them pave-
ments, sewers and electricity, and by 1910, the President of the
Municipal Council, Mr. Francisco de Velasco, stated that all the
public works, in particular those of the Central District, were
almost complete.'!

In the south of the country, in Yucatin, Mérida was also swept
by the fever of sanitary reform and by attempts to improve the
city, in particular during the long tenure of Olegario Molina
as governor of the state (1902—09). However, it is important to
mention that before Olegario Molina’s administration, the city of
Meérida had been frequently swept by epidemic diseases, such as
cholera in 1859, and notably by a measles epidemic in 1882—83,
which took place at the same time as the henequen boom.'”
The measles epidemic occurred at a time when migrants, such as
Maya villagers, Spaniards, Cubans and people from Campeche
and Sonora, were attracted to the state in search of work as
labour-intensive practices increased. In 1882, many of Mérida’s
inhabitants fled in panic to the coast and to the countryside in a
desperate attempt to avoid becoming victims. But sanitary con-
ditions in the city were so bad that many of the deaths attributed
to measles were actually caused by other diseases that thrive in
unsanitary and overcrowded conditions, such as tuberculosis and
dysentery.'”” The streets of Mérida were described as “saharas of
ill-smelling dust ... in the dry season, and sloughs of despond in
the wet.”'""* During Olegario Molina’s administration, sanitary
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conditions in Mérida improved, and most areas of urban life were
affected: “housing, transportation, communication, public health
and sanitation, education, the arts, the business community, and
the urban landscape itself.”'”® Molina’s greatest accomplishment
as a modernizer was the paving and draining of Mérida’s streets,
“and the city could proudly hold the name of “White City’, being
clean, well lit and paved with asphalt.”'® The transformation of
the city’s appearance led John Kenneth Turner to state, in 1910,
that “Mérida is probably the cleanest and most beautiful city in
all of Mexico. It might even challenge comparison in its white
prettiness with any other in the world.”""”

Hygiene in the Centennial Celebrations
and the Porfirian Inheritance

Throughout the month of September and until 6 October 1910,
Mexico City hosted the Centennial Celebrations of Mexico’s
Independence. The festivities, which coincided with Porfirio
Diaz’s eighth term as President and with his eightieth birthday,
had a dual purpose: to create an image of national stability
before an international audience; and to encourage foreign
investors and visitors. Representatives from thirty-one civi-
lized countries attended the festivities, according to the detailed
information given by Genaro Garcia in the Crénica Oficial de las
Fiestas del Primer Centenario, and, together with the international
and national guests and the inhabitants of the capital, they wit-
nessed the inauguration of completed monuments, the inaugu-
ration of completed or improved public buildings, hospitals and
a mental asylum, as well as the laying of cornerstones for new
monuments, statues and buildings. Balls, banquets, international
and national congresses and expositions were also organized,
and parades filled the streets of the capital with a display of
Mexico’s history.

The efforts of the Porfirian administration in the sphere of
hygiene and public health featured prominently in the festivities
and were the subject of exhibitions, conferences and inaugu-
rations. For instance, the inauguration of two public works
displayed the achievements of Mexican engineering and technol-
ogy and the capacity of man to tame nature for the benefit of
public health, hygiene and sanitation. The water supply works
would enable the city to possess abundant pure water and to
demonstrate that Mexican engineers were capable of providing a
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solution to the most difficult scientific problems, even when they
entailed obstacles that seemed insurmountable.!®® And, of course,
there was the drainage system, which had its second inaugura-
tion on 26 September. Between 1900 and 1910, work on the
drainage system continued, and the improvements in the Gran
Canal were admired by foreigners and nationals alike.'”” Not
only did the display of the desagiie lead to its becoming the
destination of foreign visitors on train excursions, but its re-inau-
guration responded to the desire to show off the culmination of
a secular struggle finally won during the Porfirio Diaz regime.

Among the most visited attractions was the Popular Hygiene
Exhibition organized by the Superior Sanitation Council,
which attracted more than 101,000 people throughout the cel-
ebrations."” Given the prestige enjoyed by the International
Conferences on Hygiene from 1852 to 1908, gathering the most
committed and renowned public health experts in cities such
as London (1884), Vienna (1887), Berlin (1888), Paris (1889)
and Budapest (1894), Mexico decided to host its own Hygiene
Exhibition. With this exhibition, the Porfirian regime synthe-
sized its achievements in urban improvement, made manifest
the importance of a clean, ordered and hygienic city and citi-
zenry for the modernity of the nation, and attempted to make
as widely accessible as possible the basic rules of hygiene. Its pri-
mary role was to educate all its visitors.'"

The Popular Hygiene Exhibition was opened by Dr. Eduardo
Liceaga, President of the Superior Sanitation Council, on 2
September in the spacious rooms of No. 75 Avenida de Hombres
[ustres. Through statistical and graphical information relating to
hygiene and sanitation, the exhibition emphasized the progress
achieved between 1810 and 1910. Illustrations, maps, photo-
graphs, lantern slides and more than sixty-six models built for
the exhibition showed the improvements in drinking water and
sanitation, baths and toilets, housing, factories, hospitals, dis-
infection and school hygiene, among other things. More than
5,500 school children attended the exhibition, and more than
two thousand catalogues were distributed to the public. Also
prominently displayed in the exhibition were the architectural
models of the new places of confinement, such as the City Jail,
the General Hospital and the mental asylum, La Castaneda. To
complement the exhibition, thirteen plenary lectures were given
throughout the month of September by the most committed and
recognized engineers, hygienists and public health officials of
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the time, such as Drs. Luis E. Ruiz and Domingo Orvananos,
and engineers Miguel Angel de Quevedo and Roberto Gayol.'?
And to seal the event, the book La salubridad e higiene piiblica en
los Estados Unidos Mexicanos was published to commemorate the
1910 celebrations.'”

The inaugural speech, Progresos alcanzados en la higiene de 1810
a la fecha, was given by Eduardo Liceaga on 2 September. In his
opening remarks, he thanked the Ministry of the Interior for
making possible the organization of the Exhibition of Hygiene,
and made clear that the Superior Sanitation Council had to
take advantage of the historic moment they were witnessing and
make known the progress achieved up to that point."* According
to Liceaga, the main concern of the Superior Sanitation Council
was to spread the principles of hygiene as widely as possible,
so that future generations would be healthy and vigorous, fit
for work and for the advancement of civilization, be it through
agriculture, industry, commerce, the arts and/or science.'”

At this point it is important to note that by 1910, cleanli-
ness, fresh air and pure water were regarded as essential for
public health and for the progress of the nation, and that the
vague concept of miasmas had gradually been replaced by that
of microscopic pathogenic organisms. The emergence of bacte-
riology and the advances in chemistry made between the 1860s
and 1890s had led to the identification of specific pathogenic
organisms which caused specific diseases and to the knowledge
that some diseases could be transmitted either by healthy
human carriers or by animal vectors (mosquitoes, water fleas,
and dog lice, among others).""® Thus, the miasmatic theory
which stressed that diseases arose from effluvia produced by
decaying organic matter became an increasingly untenable one.
Furthermore, the bacteriological revolution strengthened the
position of the medical profession, and the hygienists — the
legislators of health — publicized the new discoveries. Before
these discoveries, everything had to be taken into account to
prevent public health crises: overcrowding, smells, dirt, refuse
and stagnant water. After the discoveries, everything still had
to be taken into account, but only as it was affected by the
microbe’s activity, as the invisible was made visible. This shift
in hygienic precepts was explicitly described by Liceaga at the
conference, but this did not mean that the general public or
that the scientific community at large accepted the new discov-
eries or that they no longer believed in the noxious effect of
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miasmas. The process by which the germ theory of disease grad-
ually altered public health measures in Mexico, how the new
information was transmitted and how it became accepted or
assimilated are issues that this book will not explore. However,
Liceaga’s 1910 lecture points towards this change, and T will
comment upon it very briefly.

According to Liceaga, it was impossible to describe in a single
lecture all the advances hygiene had attained between 1810 and
1910. Therefore, he decided to introduce the topics that would
be commented on in subsequent lectures: water provision and
disposal; animal and human waste disposal; public markets; hos-
pitals; cemeteries; prevention of disease; and the rules of public
and private hygiene. The way in which he organized the infor-
mation presented and the words used continually stressed the
“backwardness” of previous times and the “progress” of his
time: the advances in science had been linear, that is, the latest
system always surpassed the previous one, and the highest point
of advancement was the moment he and his contemporaries
were living.'"” Liceaga believed that the unsanitary conditions in
the city that for so many years had caused fear among the urban
population were a thing of the past, and that most homes, indus-
tries and buildings benefited from the new system. However,
he failed to give figures or be more precise, perhaps because
the situation he described was far from being as efficient as he
wanted the public to believe.

With regard to cholera and typhoid, he argued that it was
absolutely necessary for the water consumed by humans to be
pure and free of germs and bacteria and that those diseases were
generally the result of carelessness of those who did not drink
pure water. However, pure drinking water was limited to spe-
cific areas of the city, and most inhabitants had to resort to water
drawn from wells that was unsuitable for human consumption.'®
According to Antonio Penafiel, in 1884, the population of the
city was about three hundred thousand, and water consumption
was only 62.5 litres of water per head per day, a figure regarded
by physicians and hygienists as unsanitary and insufficient. In
1914, a thorough study of drinking water availability written by
engineer Manuel Marroquin y Rivera established that in 1899,
drinking water had been not only insufficient but that its purity
had been questionable, and added that by 1914, the number of
houses in the capital that received drinking water did not even
reach eleven thousand.'”
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Therefore, it is not surprising to find in Liceaga’s conference
reference to the sources of tainted water and of the water puri-
fication methods he believed would preserve the health of the
urban population. During his lecture, he resorted to the use
of lantern slides in order to illustrate how to preserve one’s
health. Lantern slides, he believed, constituted the most efficient
method for educating the people and for showing them how
they could filter and obtain pure water. The use of lantern slides
and photography was also important in this educational mission
because they portrayed “the extraordinary activity that germs
possess and the prodigious velocity in which they reproduce.”'?’
Finally, Liceaga’s conclusion was that the single most important
hygienic measure was cleanliness.'!

Cleanliness and hygienic education became more urgent fol-
lowing the identification of microbes and bacteria, and one of
the books that analyzed in great detail the importance of the
hygienic education of the Mexican people was Higiene popular,
written by Dr. Maximo Silva during the 1890s and published
in 1917."** According to Silva, it was imperative to bring about
through education a thorough change in popular behaviour, an
issue that had been on the government’s agenda since the late
eighteenth century.

After Porfirio Diaz’s resignation and exile from the country
(25 May 1911), the concern regarding the health of the city and
the hygienic practices of the urban population continued. On
13 June 1911, during the interim presidency of Francisco Le6n
de la Barra (26 May—6 November 1911), a letter addressed to
the Ministry of the Interior was sent by Mr. Bustamante, under-
signed by twenty-five residents of the colonias Morelos and La
Bolsa. They argued that the unsanitary conditions faced in this
area of the city were a threat to their health, and that the fact
that the majority of the people who lived there were poor and
not accustomed to hygienic practices increased the risks to their
health. They urged the government to invest resources in this
area of the city, to build sewers and drainage, and explicitly
criticized the Diaz administration for having spent vast amounts
of money in “superfluous and luxurious public works.”'**

During both the Maderista phase of the Revolution (1910-13)
and from 1913 to 1920 (the Carrancista phase), hygiene, like
education, became one of the pillars upon which the revolu-
tionary state was to stand. However, the “revolutionary image
of popular vice was surprisingly consistent” with that of the
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Porfiriato, as “reformers inveighed against drink, blood sports,
gambling, dirt and disease.”'** In 1912, the inhabitants of the
capital were subject to a fifty-cent fine if seen not wearing trou-
sers, a measure that El Imparcial described as adequate if what
was sought was the moral education of the popular classes.'* In
1915, public and free bath houses were established in the capital
when the city was swept by a typhus epidemic, and Venustiano
Carranza allowed the Superior Sanitation Council to arrest all
unclean people found in the city in order to wash them and
cut their hair. Churches were only allowed to open for one
hour on weekdays and two on Sundays because filthy churches
were a threat to public health at times of epidemics.'”® And
in December 1915, the Ministry of the Interior made public a
decree issued by the executive power which outlined the mea-
sures that had to be followed in the capital to prevent the spread
of the typhus epidemic:

A special sanitary policy has been established; it is forbidden
to sell pulque in small amounts; the retail sale of any kind of
alcoholic drink is forbidden; public meeting places must close at
11.00 pm; dances, bazaars, soirées and meetings are forbidden; the
meetings called ‘wakes’ are prohibited; it is forbidden that there
should be pigeons, hens, dogs or animals in the houses; access to
public places is prohibited to people from any social class who
by their notorious dirtiness could carry on their body or clothes

parasitic animals which are transmittable.'”’

Towards the end of 1917, ninety thousand people were bathed
and their hair cropped in Mexico City alone,'™ and clearly, pro-
hibiting the sale of alcoholic beverages and restricting the use of
the public space to well-dressed and clean people was intimately
linked to the fear of urban disorder and social upheavals in the
climate of violence that was present in most of the country.
Moreover, as of 1917, the authority of the medical profession
was strengthened by the deliberate attempt to reconstruct the
nation, by the gradual acceptance of the germ theory of disease
— which led to the gradual abandoning of the vague and catch-
all concept of miasma — and the pinpointing, isolation and
examination (under the microscope and in the laboratory) of the
causative agents of disease. All the major issues tackled by public
health officials during the Porfiriato, such as overcrowding,
smells, refuse and dirt, continued to be dealt with and became
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increasingly associated with the previously invisible action and
presence of microbes, germs and bacteria. Bacteriology made
long-term plans for the sanitation of the urban environment
imperative. Laboratories made microbes visible; public health
officials translated the data from laboratories into the precepts
of hygiene, and the public authorities legislated according to the
advice given by the specialized laboratories and by the informed
and competent physicians and hygienists.'*’

For the revolutionary state, all problems of hygiene and sani-
tation became issues directly linked with the reconstruction of
the nation: a vigorous, sober, moral, industrious and healthy
citizenry was required for the new social and political order.
Therefore, the state had to have a more direct and comprehen-
sive involvement, and the people had to be taught the principles
of hygiene. The bacteriological discoveries of the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth century proved that poor health,
premature death and disease could be efficiently combatted.
During the Porfiriato, many of the activities aimed at reducing
the incidence of premature death and disease in Mexico City
underlined the role that sanitary science would have in the
achievement of this aim. The emphasis placed on the environ-
mental aspects of the city was vital, and the control of water was
regarded as one of the key elements conducive to health. After
the Porfiriato, basic urban infrastructure was still considered as
an element that had to be expanded as much as possible, but
gradually, more attention was placed on the need to upgrade the
living and working conditions, nourishment and hygienic edu-
cation of the urban population. This meant that the emphasis of
health policies gradually shifted from guarding municipal clean-
liness to identifying human carriers and personal and domestic
hygiene, regardless of the fact that the popular association of dirt
and disease lingered.

The argument that the Revolution had to pursue a permanent
and direct involvement in solving public health related problems
can be seen in the 1916 book La higiene en México.”" This book
was written by engineer, economist and politician Alberto ].
Pani, who was commissioned by Venustiano Carranza to carry
out a detailed analysis of sanitary conditions in the capital and
propose a sanitary policy for the new nation. This study was
the first “Revolutionary” assessment of the sanitary conditions
that had prevailed in Mexico City between 1895 and 1903, and
in particular between 1904 and 1912, thus including the initial

149



150

Chapter Five

P

phase of the Revolution led by Francisco Madero (1910-13).
The author decided to concentrate his study on the capital city
because it had the largest number of people. It also had the
most physicians and public health facilities, and the Superior
Sanitation Council had gathered extensive statistical informa-
tion to which the author had access. Pani also decided to focus
on the capital because Venustiano Carranza aimed to maintain
Mexico City as the “vibrant center of the nation,” and to “con-
trol the city by improving its services.” By May 1916, repairs on
the city’s parks, gardens and walks had begun, and “city planners
planted trees throughout the federal district in order to beautity
it, and to prevent dust storms.”"’

Pani depicted the unsanitary conditions that prevailed in the
capital so that the reader could then deduce what the situation
was like in other cities and towns of the republic, and action
could thus be taken. The armed phase of the Revolution had
critically affected the state of health of the inhabitants of the
capital, and this had been aggravated by the fact that many rural
dwellers had fled to the capital in search of a safe haven. Thus,
many urban dwellers lacked employment and lived in over-
crowded conditions, hunger was rampant and epidemic diseases,
such as the typhus epidemic of 1915-16, were difficult to con-
tain. One of the objectives of the book La higiene en México was
to unveil the underlying causes of disease and premature death
and to make that knowledge a tool for the state and for educa-
tional establishments.

According to Pani, the Superior Sanitation Council, its sani-
tary inspectors and the governor of the Federal District during
the Porfiriato had all proved unable to offer a solution to its
unsanitary conditions, regardless of the fact that since antiquity
the need for the government to intervene in public health had
been acknowledged. His assessment contributed to the forging
of one of the predominant ideas of Mexico’s historiography:
that little had been accomplished during the “forced Porfirian
peace.” For Pani, one of the indicators that showed the degree
of civilization reached by a nation was the level of advance-
ment reached by its sanitary administration (a thesis that was
also shared by his Porfirian predecessors),'** and Mexico City’s
incidence of premature death reflected the backwardness of the
nation. According to Pani, the death rate in the capital (42.3 per
thousand) was higher than in any comparable city in the United
States (16.1); it surpassed not only those of the major European
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cities (17.53), but also those of some Asian (Madras, 39.51) and
African (Cairo, 40.15) cities."?

Pani summarized his main recommendations under the fol-
lowing headings: (i) the efficient organization of a sanitary
administration for the entire Republic; (ii) obligatory sanita-
tion for all cities with a death rate higher than the maximum
limit allowed; and (iii) the raising of the moral, intellectual and
economic standards of the popular sectors of society. He also
believed that the revolutionary state had to take the leading
role in the promotion of good health and in the prevention of
premature death and disease. To this end, the diffusion of the
principles and precepts of public and private hygiene was the
most important task that the state had to assume. To do so, it had
to rely on education and legislation."*

With regard to the environmental threats that were so widely
discussed and analyzed during the Porfiriato, Pani argued that
although the environment could exacerbate the propagation of
disease — in particular of epidemics — it was known that
the environment could not cause them.”” He acknowledged
that even though sanitary science was almost omnipotent, the
Porfirian regime had been unable to accomplish everything
it could have done to effectively drain the valley and city of
Mexico, in spite of the huge amount of capital allocated to the
drainage works.

He also believed that it was vital to complete the urbanization
of the city, but that raising the moral, intellectual and economic
standards of the Mexican people was even more urgent. The
urban population suffered from a state of “physiological misery”
and from “bad habits and ignorance,”"® and the origin of this
could be found in two variables: the physical environment and
the moral environment. The physical environment had to be
sanitized, and the moral environment transtormed through edu-
cation, better living and working conditions and hygiene. The
urban population was also a victim of what he called “social
diseases”: hunger, infant mortality, tuberculosis, pneumonia,
mental illness and criminality. Infant mortality was a serious
problem: more than 8,100 children under the age of five died
every year. The causes were poor diet, unhealthy housing, the
transmission of contagious disease, and the problem was further
aggravated by the lack of maternal care and education, which
he described as being a moral issue. Tuberculosis and pneumo-
nia were also huge threats to society, and caused more than
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1,500 deaths each year.”” Criminality and mental diseases were
also defined as social diseases leading to a weak, diseased and
unhealthy urban population, and the revolutionary state had to
transform the urban and national population. Education was
seen as the most suitable prescription, but Pani also acknowl-
edged that the underlying causes of the diseased condition of
the nation were the privileges and benefits that the upper classes
(“los de arriba”) had enjoyed throughout the history of the
nation and which clearly contrasted with those of the lower
classes (“los de abajo™):

Anyone who has the slightest knowledge of our history and
who can calmly survey the long and complicated process of our
nation-formation, from the period before Cortés — through con-
quest, the Viceroyalty, the independence struggles, the upheavals,
only interrupted by the forced peace of the Porfiriato, of almost a
century of autonomous life — until the present age, will discover
in the most outstanding manifestations of the nation’s life, the
unequivocal symptoms of a serious pathological state, engendered
by two main causes: the sickening corruption of the upper classes

and the destitution of the lower classes.!*®

Pani believed that was what required was to end the social
inequalities prevalent in Mexican society. The state had to
provide shelter, affordable food, education and basic urban
infrastructure for all Mexicans. The goal was to promote the
moral and physical hygiene of the population and to search for
the means to ameliorate the living conditions of the working
classes.”” Pani extended the notion of public health to the idea
of social justice, and this notion of public health was enshrined
in the 1917 Constitution. Social justice, education and state
intervention became crucial factors in the reconstruction of a
country that was “ravaged by disease and plagued with eco-
nomic problems.”"*"

A key factor of this reconstruction was public health. The 1917
Constitution, through articles 1, 73 and 123, established that
all Mexicans had the right to physical and mental health. The
Superior Sanitation Council was transformed into the Consejo
de Salubridad General. It ceased to depend on the Ministry of
the Interior and was placed under the orders of the president of
the Republic. In addition, a Departamento de Salubridad with
federal jurisdiction was created, and its first director — doctor
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and general José Maria Rodriguez — asserted in 1918 that a
“sanitary dictatorship” was an essential and unavoidable require-
ment for all civilized nations."! During the 1920s, public
health and education received much attention. The Oficina
de Educacién Higiénica (1922) and the Escuela de Salubridad
Publica (1925) were created. In 1926, a new Sanitary Code was
issued, and underlined the importance that education had for
the propagation of hygienic practices among the rural and urban
populations. By 1927, the sanitary authorities carried out an
intense hygienic campaign in schools, markets, parks and labour
unions, and organized special conferences for families, mothers,
wives and women in general.'** Public health and the right of
all citizens to mental and physical health became goals wherein
social justice, medical research and education converged.

Public health became, during the course of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, an important instrument
for expanding the authority of the state, for reconciling the
growing middle class and for enlarging a technically proficient
state apparatus. The medical profession and new medical tech-
nology were lauded and indeed, in the paintings of the leading
revolutionary artist Diego Rivera, celebrated.'*
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his study has explored the convergence between the rise

of the discourse of public health and the development

of technological and scientific solutions to sanitary prob-
lems in Mexico City during the Porfiriato. The capital city —
it was argued at the time — had to display the modernization of
the country, and a key feature for this display was the creation
of a hygienic city that would serve as a model to the rest of the
country and give confidence to foreign investors. Two factors
were of crucial importance to the Porfirian modernizing proj-
ect: the control of the physical environment through the con-
struction of “the pyramids and cathedrals of the modern age,”
that is, public works, and the inculcation of hygienic practices
among an expanding urban population.

By continually publicizing the numerous benefits that would
result from the drainage system — a struggle that by the late
nineteenth century had a history as long as that of the city
— public health officials, sanitary engineers and state agencies
avoided confronting the social inequalities that prevailed in
Mexico City and greatly contributed to the high incidence of
disease and premature death. Although the correlation between
social inequalities and disease is confirmed in recent studies
undertaken in Mexico,? during the final decades of the nine-
teenth century, the emphasis was placed on devising and applying
technological, educational and scientific solutions to questions
of public health. This policy served a dual purpose: to cast a
veil over the social contradictions of the Porfirian modernizing
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project and to give a neutral foundation to their exclusionary
modernization project. Through the drainage system, it was
possible to make visible and tangible what no other govern-
ment had managed to accomplish: that the complete control of
the environment would prove that the narrative of progress had
been fulfilled.

Another factor that served to emphasize the benefits that
would accrue to public health from public works was the idea
that unsanitary environments — plagued with miasmas —
led to disease. The environmental theory of disease causation,
although challenged, overshadowed and gradually discredited
by the germ theory, was crucial to the assumption that the
causes of the diseased condition of the city resided in the envi-
ronment and in the lack of cleanliness and hygienic practices of
its inhabitants. Therefore, urban sanitation and rigorous forms
of cleanliness were essential for disease prevention. Only the
construction of public works — and in particular the drainage
system — would transform the city into a modern and hygienic
urban space. And the urban population, through education,
would become a law-abiding, healthy, industrious and ordered
citizenry. Therefore, it was imperative to teach and make as
widely accessible as possible the principles of hygiene: to bathe,
dress properly, and to learn that each activity within the city
had a designated space. No longer should the urban population
walk the city’s streets unless fully dressed; throw litter and waste
wherever they found more convenient; keep domestic animals
or sell fruit and vegetables in places other that those stipulated
for this purpose. Thus, issues formulated as questions of public
health easily became issues of public order and morality.

This overlapping of morality, public health and urban order
was best portrayed in the detailed diagnosis of the city carried
out by the sanitary inspectors of the Superior Sanitation Council.
These thorough studies attempted to identify and isolate all ele-
ments detrimental to health, and the enforcement of the 1891
Sanitary Code provided a detailed framework of what was and
was not permissible in the city.

This study has also stressed that the speculative expansion of
the city led to the creation of what were perceived as being two
different cities. One was defined as Ancient Mexico, or as the
unsanitary city, and was located to the east and southeast of the
city’s centre. Its lack of the most basic urban infrastructure, its
proximity to Lake Texcoco — the cesspool of the city — and
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the fact that it was primarily inhabited by the poorest sectors
of the capital’s population sharply contrasted with what became
defined as Modern Mexico. The modern city was located in
the colonias built to the southwest and west. These residential
areas were built upon land that was drier and more stable, and
gradually acquired sewers, paved streets, drinking water and
electricity, elements defined as being palpable manifestations of
the modernization of the country. It was precisely within the
sanitized and modern city that the Porfirian regime displayed
an official and linear version of national history, the Paseo de
la Reforma becoming the axis of the hygienic city. The mon-
uments selected and unveiled by the government presented a
succession of key historical figures and events and reinforced the
Porfirian regime belief that their era was one of social peace and
economic progress.

Long before the late nineteenth century, the unsanitary con-
ditions of the city and the recurrent floods had led to the
elaboration of projects and proposals that aimed to modify
these situations. During the late colonial period, a heightened
sensitivity to foul odours and sites of accumulation and putrefac-
tion emerged. These features of the urban environment were
regarded as detrimental not only to the idea of good govern-
ment or policia, but also to health. The Viceroy had to ensure the
prosperity of New Spain so that Spain could regain its former
prosperity, and a fundamental aspect of Viceroy Revillagigedo’s
policies was the attempt to reorganize the city and to improve its
sanitary conditions. To clean up the environment and to trans-
form the image of the city was not only a response to the impact
that epidemic diseases had on society; it also became a crucial
factor for the reorganization of public space. The city had tra-
ditionally been a site where multiple activities were performed
side by side. However, the Bourbon authorities maintained that
all activities had to take place in specifically designated sites
and be performed to ensure the benefit and security of all.
Baltasar Ladréon de Guevara and Hipolito Villarroel left detailed
descriptions of the problems they perceived within the city and
proposed measures for the good order and administration of
New Spain. For Viceroy Revillagigedo, public health or sanita-
tion became a fundamental component for the discourse of the
ordered and disciplined late colonial city.

The century that separated Revillagigedo’s policies from those
of general Porfirio Diaz radically changed the country. Mexico’s
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Independence from Spain and the attempt of the emerging
nation to reorganize itself was a slow and tortuous process,
and Mexico City did not regain its primacy until the last third
of the nineteenth century, when political authority and eco-
nomic decision-making were once again centred in capital.
The Porfirian monuments, together with civic improvements,
public works and exhibitions, displayed an edited version of
Mexico’s process of modernization. The post-revolutionary gov-
ernments — claiming to represent a new epoch — addressed
the inequalities prevalent in Mexican society.” However, rather
than introducing any radical change into the health policies of
the Porfiriato, they continued to retain them as a basis. Thus,
by 1917, the Porfirian dictum “order and progress” was supple-
mented by reconstruction, the watchword of the new regime.*
A crucial factor in the reconstruction of the country was public
health. The 1917 Constitution, through articles 1, 73 and 123,
established that all Mexicans had the right to physical and
mental health. Public health became an issue of social justice,
and medical research, education, and better living and working
conditions were defined as crucial for the healthy and vigorous
population required by the post-revolutionary governments.

This book has left a number of issues unexplored which
constitute possible lines of further inquiry. With regard to
the drainage system, the following questions require an
answer: What criticisms did its construction receive during the
Porfiriato? Which alternative projects were proposed? What
further work was carried out on the drainage system during the
twentieth century and what efficiency did it have? With regard
to the transition from the environmentalist theory of disease
causation to the germ theory of disease, some issues that ought
to be addressed include: How did the germ theory of disease
become accepted by the medical and scientific community from
the 1890s onwards? What was its impact in public health and
sanitation policies during the 1920s and 1930s? Why were
religious and military metaphors continually repeated when
making reference to hygienic “campaigns,” sanitary “brigades,”
and health “missions”? The various lines of investigation that
this book has opened would benefit enormously from an inter-
disciplinary and regional approach to questions of public health,
because after all, public health is still one of the country’s most
urgent requirements.
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