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grateful for the precious intellectual direction and timely support of col-
leagues at the Centro de Estudios Superiores de Antropologı́a Social de
Occidente in Guadalajara. I especially wish to thank Patricia Fortuny
Loret de Mola and Renée de la Torre Castellanos for their comments at



x ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

different stages of this book. Particularly warm thanks go to Guillermo
de la Peña Topete, whose intellectual depth combined with a special
human touch provided much needed direction. I also wish to thank
colleagues at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London, who believed that having a Latin Americanist Ph.D. student
with them was not such an odd rarity after all. I am especially thankful
to Richard Fardon (for the diagrams on the board and much more),
John Gledhill, Stephen Hughes-Jones, and Peter Worsley, who com-
mented on and encouraged an early incarnation of this book. I also wish
to remember the early inspiration of the late Michael Sallnow, who in
my undergraduate study at the London School of Economics was the
first to put rigor into my knowledge of Latin America. I would also like
to acknowledge the support of James Dunkerly, Rachel Sieder, Victor
Bulmer-Thomas, andMaxineMolyneaux at the Institute of Latin Amer-
ican Studies in London, and thanks also to Xochitl Leyva Solano,Kristin
Norget, Barbara Placido, and Gustavo Nigenda. A special thank-you to
Ajay Sehgal, whose brilliant intelligence and dedicated spirit sharpened,
aided, and sensitized my understanding during a crucial period of field-
work and life.

The final draft of this book was written during my appointment as a
Research Officer at the Centre of Latin American Studies and Research
Fellow at Clare Hall College, University of Cambridge. I am very grate-
ful for the time I have spent at the Centre and the College, and for the
intellectual and personal support I have been given, especially from Gil-
lian Beer, David Lehmann, Keith and Clare Brewster, GoeffreyKantaris,
and Charles Jones, as well as the different generations of graduate stu-
dents who have helped me to understand that research without teaching
is like a battery without a flashlight. I am also in great debt to Clare
Hariri, Julie Coimbra, and Anna Gray, whose efficiency made it possible
for me to spend more of my time writing. My gratitude also goes to
Dhoolika Raj, Ananya Kabir, and Sarah Radcliffe in Cambridge for their
incisive and timely comments, and to Ann Varley, Margarita Velázquez,
and Lesley Caldwell for their intellectual companionship and enduring
friendship. I am also in great debt to the senior editor of the University
of California Press, Naomi Schneider, who understood the potential of
this book well before its current manifestation.

This book would never have been completed without the crucial re-
search time spent at the Department of Anthropology, Culture, and
History of Social Medicine at the University of California, San Fran-
cisco: special thanks to Philippe Bourgois, Christie and Elsa Kiefer, and



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS xi

Margarita Loinaz. I am greatly indebted to Donald Moore in the an-
thropology department at the University of California, Berkeley for
having opened up new windows of anthropological consciousness in
my intellectual and human landscape.

Last but not least, my enduring thanks goes to my parents. My
mother, Mara Marini Napolitano, who appears to me in many forms
and continues to offer encouragement, felt that anthropology was good
for me even if she could not figure out exactly what it was. She believed
that I could do it well, with creativity and commitment, even though
she did not live to witness this book’s publication. And my father, Felice
Napolitano, has supported me unstintingly in the path of fulfillment in
life. This book is part of that process. I also thank my ever-present friend
and sister, Antonella, with Barry Rosen. Dulcis in fundo to my life-
partner, Ato Quayson, who has always encouraged me to see that the
realms of intuition and life-flow are not antithetical but complementary
to embodied analytical inquiry and enduring intellectual curiosity. His
presence alone has taught me that this marriage is a powerful and vital
one.

May you all be free from sorrow and live in peace.





xiii

Abbreviations

ACM Acción Católica Mexicana
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Preface

A book emerges out of and lives through a series of different incarna-
tions. This one has taken a spatio-temporal frame of more than eleven
years although it has had what I could define as a nonlinear history. In
its different incarnations, many people have provided help and inspira-
tion in different forms, and many of these human legacies have become
stronger rather than weaker with time. I originally spent six months in
Mexico in 1989 and nearly two years there between July 1990 and April
1992. I went back for several shorter visits of up to a month each in
1997, 1998, and 1999. For my longer fieldwork period I have to thank
the University of London Scholarship Fund for its financial support,
and also the University of Cambridge Travel Fund. My fascination with
Mexico goes back to childhood, probably to when I was not even ten
years old. While lying on my bed in the early morning (in my parents’
flat in the heart of a quiet, middle-class northern Italian town), I recalled
pictures and dream-images of Mexican open skies, gentle people and
archaeological “ancestral” sites. Even now I cannot decipher the mean-
ing and the biographical timing of those images, but I pay respect to a
life that has given me the opportunity to discover that the call of dreams
may indeed be a source of inspiration, but that the manifestation in life
of a call of dreams requires a great deal of application, work, and the
synergy of life contingencies.

While I was doing fieldwork, my physical appearance and the simi-
larity between Italian and Spanish, led people to think at first that I was
a “local” from a different class or another region. To begin with, I was
often mistaken for a local middle-class student attending one of the City
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universities, and people in the barrios where I carried out fieldworkwere
rather suspicious of my daily presence. My Italian-ness, once revealed,
often placed me in the position of “exotic outsider,” and sometimes even
helped open doors that otherwise would have remained closed. But I
also encountered failures and roads that were closed to me. I learned
through these experiences that both “opening” and “closure” can have
equal analytical importance even if they carry an emotionally different
quality. But my experience of otherness began much earlier (does it have
a specific starting point?), even before I moved to England and em-
braced, more or less consciously, a British social anthropologist for-
mation. I recall coming across ethnographies on southern Italy (where
part of my family comes from) in my early years at University and think-
ing, when my anthropological knowledge was still at an embryonic
stage, that we cannot separate the anthropological eye and pen from the
subject gazed at, contacted, and described in a narrative, and that we
have to inhabit this intersubjective space with an awareness of how un-
easy, painful, or liberating it can be. It is the experience of a degree of
alienation, and at the same time an unavoidable proximity, that makes
the anthropological journey worth taking.
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Introduction
Prisms of Belonging and Alternative Modernities

Let ethnography perform the theory.
Donald Moore

London 1989, pre-fieldwork: a teacher at University is asking me a ques-
tion. What is there of “original” interest about the people and the city
of Guadalajara, where I will soon begin fieldwork? These people seem
to him like many others caught up in the process of Latin American
urbanization: there are millions of them. My tentative response is that
there are various aspects of their lives and constructions of selfhood that
I could engage with and later write about. His response: there are many
people in the world, but in order to “make” anthropology, we need to
find special sociopolitical and cultural configurations.

Now, more than a decade later, I thank him for such a query. This book’s
focus is the possibility of reversing that same question. What happens
if we let go of the fascination of doing research on what is novel and
“particular”? Can particularity emerge instead from the everyday, ordi-
nary life of a “place like many others”? These questions acquire a specific
relevance in the context of Mexican anthropology’s long-time focus on
Indian-ness, ethnicity, rural societies, and, to a certain extent, the “mar-
ginal” urban poor.1 The question is, where does this leave those who
cannot claim those identities? One motivation for this study is the fact
that anthropology needs to engage with these questions and not leave
the study of urbanities to demographers and urban planners whose con-
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cerns may be complementary to, but which are often paradigmatically
different from, those of anthropologists. Many readers may be aware of
major and recent research on urban Latin America that has focused on
demographic and gender changes, social movements, poverty issues, and
the labor market; my wish here is to engage with some of these issues
using an ethnographic and anthropological lens.

I have been helped in this interdisciplinary endeavor by current an-
thropological thinking. A major paradigm shift, and part of anthropo-
logical debate, involves letting go of the “representativeness” of unified
social and cultural spheres (Marcus 1989). My early exposure to Dur-
kenheimian collective representations and Geertzian “thick description”
pushed me originally to frame the material of this book as an ethnog-
raphy of a barrio. While writing, I came to realize that I was thinking
in terms of actors with multiple voices and identities, of opposing and
overlapping religious and medical discourses, of paradoxical tensions in
the negotiation of womanhood and other gendered subjects. But I was
still thinking that my material described a low-income neighborhood of
Guadalajara, Mexico’s second largest city, where I carried out my field-
work.

It gradually became clear in this ethnographic journey that my ma-
terial did not fit a paradigm of unified representativeness, which iden-
tifies group identity constituted by social and rational subjects within a
specific cultural space and a bounded geographical place. In otherwords,
I could not write a standard anthropology of a barrio. The material
required a problematization of the relationship between identity, cul-
ture, and place (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 13). Moving away from an
idea of culture as an ordered domain shared by a group of people makes
it possible to see culture as an open-ended and unfinished process which
is contingent and political (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 5). And we can
also see place, such as a low-income Mexican neighborhood as unfin-
ished, rather than given a priori to social relations. In this way, identity
neither grows out of bounded communities, nor is it fully owned by
collective or individual actors; rather, it is an ongoing process of “rela-
tions of difference.”

The narrative of relations of difference that I present in this book
emerged from the particular encounters I chose to pursue during my
fieldwork. Other points of departure probably would have resulted in a
different book. I invite the reader, then, to use the themes that emerge
here as possible frameworks for considering other resonant conditions
of urbanities in transformation. Processes of transformation run
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through, rather than being univocally representative of, an urban neigh-
borhood—such as Lomas de Polanco, south of Guadalajara, where I did
my fieldwork. Consequently, this book engages with a Mexican ethno-
graphic and urban field that has emerged through, rather than being
representative of, a barrio.

This book does not elaborate well-explored themes in Mexican an-
thropology such as political patronage, ethnicity, and Indian-ness, or
the interface between gender and class in household reproduction. In-
stead the focus is on religious and medical discourses, selfhood and
gender identity, and the dynamics of belonging and everyday life in a
colonia popular (a primarily low-income and working-class neighbor-
hood). Though this is not an ethnography of a slum area (Lomnitz 1977)
or an ethnic minority ghetto (Bourgois 1995) (both long-time “exotic”
others in urban anthropology), I aim to convey an emerging anthro-
pological particularity through an ordinary urban place rather than as-
sume its particularity prior to the ethnographic engagement. I hope in
this way to allow what some anthropologists would call a disciplinary
ordinariness to become anthropologically and interdisciplinarily inter-
esting. Through an ethnographic engagement and journey I weave an
anthropological theory that mainly questions what is ordinary, but also
explores the relation between the ordinary and the exotic. First, how-
ever, let me map out the skeleton of this book, to weave into it, later,
its conceptual cardiovascular connections.

The first chapter focuses on the microhistory of neighborhood for-
mation within the wider context of the urbanization of the city of Gua-
dalajara and the western region of Mexico. The neighborhood can be
seen not just as a socioeconomic space but as a spatial process: it has
become a centro de la periferia (center of the suburb) for a part of the
southern, low-income area of the city because of its history of social
mobilization, its image as part of the Guadalajaran urban landscape, and
the changing nature of business and services provided. This chapter also
explores how processes of acquisition and negotiation of legal and hous-
ing rights have influenced individual, family, and group identities. It
also examines how differently positioned subjects and groups reveal dif-
ferent ways of conceptualizing a historical past of socio-religious mo-
bilization that presently articulates the narrative of “personal” and “col-
lective” aspects of identity in the urbanizing process.

Chapter 2 focuses on the process of migration, tying an analysis of
urbanization and resettlement to a political economy of affects and be-
longing. To capture the complexity of migration, I present people’s nar-
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ratives about the home, the neighborhood, the city, and places of origin,
and also describe ways in which these places and sites of affectivity are
revisited. Migration emerges as a process of self-empowerment, or loss
of power, and places become the symbols of the embodied phenome-
nology of space and time. But this phenomenology of belonging—by
which I mean a somatic, cognitive, and affective experience of belong-
ing—has a history of production and appropriation, related to histories
of displacement and an acquisition of knowledge about the world (such
as, for instance, equating the transition from rural to urban life to a
passage from a state of unconsciousness into one of consciousness).

Chapter 3 addresses prisms of belonging in relation to the Catholic
Church and focuses on the experience of the Comunidades Eclesiales de
Base (CEBs, or Christian Base Communities), inspired by the theology
of liberation, as well as on traditional Catholic groups. It analyzes the
ways in which the Church is represented in terms of metaphors of the
“new” and “traditional” Church in the eyes of somemembers and clergy.
It is true that the so-called new Church—the CEBs—induces changes
in matters of personal responsibility in one’s own life and the life of the
community; nevertheless, through analysis of the activity of some Jesuits
and Diocesan priests, I argue that the new Church is similar to the
traditional one. In the CEBs activities there is a subtle hierarchical con-
trol and distribution of knowledge between clerical agents, promotores
(organizers/activists), and members. This suggests that a progressive so-
cial movement can actually be composed of subtle forms expressing
conservative tendencies.

Chapter 4 draws attention to central issues concerning the growing
phenomenon of medical pluralism and the diverse therapeutic practices
that exist parallel to the national health care system. It particularly ad-
dresses notions of causality in relation to moral agency and beliefs.Med-
icina popular (popular, grass root health care), curanderos (healers), and
homeopaths show distinct correlations between specific etiologies and
ideas of sociability, of individual sin and redemption, as well as ideas
about science and faith in the alternative medical field.

Chapter 5 discusses the quinceañera ritual that marks a girl’s fifteenth
birthday, and the role played by the time of la ilusión (in this case mean-
ing dream and hope) which begins with this ritual. Dynamics of self-
hood and womanhood emerge from a tension arising from specific
Catholic discourses that privilege the communal celebration over indi-
vidual participation, and emphasize the content rather than the form of
the ritual. But for many girls, it is the performance of the fiesta that is
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important, involving as it does their process of individuation and their
family’s social empowerment. The sexual and bodily symbolism of the
ritual does not fully explain the implications of the ritual for female and
family identity. These aspects need to be understood within particular
sets of family relationships which enhance specific female images, family
respectability and status differentiation within the neighborhood.

The final chapter focuses on young women’s transition from la ilusión
to adulthood (often associated with marriage), and analyzes the multi-
layered subjectivity of female experience and its contradictory nature in
negotiating gender identity. For many women, traditional gender iden-
tity rests in motherhood, in experiences of self-abnegation, in service,
and in providing a link for family relationships to unfold rather than
stressing autonomy and individual agency. However, tensions arise be-
tween the multiplicity of perceptions of gender and the fixity of their
representation. While female identity is still predominantly based on
physical proximity and caring for others, the interpretation of traditional
gender roles and the boundaries of motherhood and wifehood are shift-
ing in the face of ongoing, open-ended challenges and a “void of knowl-
edge” of available alternatives. It is also possible that contradictions be-
tween gender images and the meanings of engendered and embodied
life experiences manifest as life-crises, gossip, and illness. The experience
of the embodiment of gender then is central to an understanding of the
phenomenology of everyday life.

But how does this ethnography perform the theory I am attempting
to exemplify? First, it engages with the analysis of self and group iden-
tity, with a theory of the subject which has problematized the category
of experience and its fundamentals (Scott 1992; Butler 1992), and with
the ways in which both of these debates contribute to ethnographic
understanding of urban Mexico. Second, it does this through an on-
going reconceptualization of an anthropology of belonging, localism,
place, and urban identity (Hannerz 1996; Ferguson 1999) via the intro-
duction of what I will call “prisms of belonging.” Finally, the ethno-
graphic insights run through a low-income neighborhood, showingways
in which modernity and tradition are constructed relationally by situated
agents. In this the ethnography contributes to the debate and under-
standing of alternative, or vernacular, modernity. But let me address
each of these points in turn.

I first wish to emphasize that the rest of this introduction is dedicated
to these conceptual points and their relation to Mexican urban anthro-
pology and this ethnography. This theoretical overview section is in-
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tended to point out the implications that this ethnography has for a
wider anthropological debate.2 It also contextualizes my work within
existing anthropological production on urban Mexico.

Unfolding a Three-fold Path

thread 1: the problematization
of self and experience

We have learned through feminist thinking that experience cannot be
taken at face value, and that “it is not individuals who have experiences,
but subjects who are constituted through experience” (Scott 1992: 26).
We have learned to distinguish between selves and subjects.3 Conse-
quently, what were once defined as collective selves, such as “women”
or the “urban poor,” were then studied as subjects because they are not
givens; rather, they are produced through a historical process (Talpade
Mohanty 1992: 84). Ascribed categories such as gender have been re-
conceptualized as performative processes—in the making and always
open-ended—with potential for reversal. Difference is always related to
what is made meaningful and embodied in a local context.

This antinormative and antifoundationalist stance—counterpoised to
an existing idea of an essentialized self—is clearly an important critique
of past debates in urban Mexican anthropology about a rural and urban
divide, and a “Culture and Personality” approach. Although the “Cul-
ture and Personality” theory (Lewis 1959, 1961,1966) and ideas about an
“urban-rural continuum” (Redfield 1947) have been out of anthropo-
logical fashion for some time, they continued to influence many North
American ethnographic accounts of Mexico up to the late 1970s (Dı́az
1966; Dı́az Guerrero 1975; Romanucci-Ross 1973; Fromm andMaccoby
1970; Foster 1979; Kemper 1977).4 These works were inspired by func-
tionalist and modernist evolutionary paradigms that translated concepts
of human and cultural adaptation, and which, as I explain later, clearly
left unproblematized the categories of the person and of experience. The
studies of Foster (1979) and Kemper (1977), for instance, focused on
migration and treated identity formation in a functionalist way—as a
process of modernization that involves changing traditional attitudes
and lifestyles considered “backward” to a modern “forwardness” ex-
emplified by increasing prestige and economic improvement. It is clear
that these studies assumed ahistorical psychological characteristics and
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existential and ethnocentric universals as constitutive of individual and
collective identities (Needham 1981). In other words, these authors con-
sidered human nature and the meaning of personhood to be universal
and ahistorical concepts.

By the late 1970s, these studies were being challenged by historical
materialist approaches.5 In fact, Mexican urban anthropologists moved
away from questions of adaptation and began studying such concepts
as formality and informality, and urban space as a locus of production
and consumption (Edel and Hellman 1988). Anthropological analyses
of urban Mexico began to emphasize structures of production and re-
production—analyzing the “life of the poor” in its diversified forms of
strategic adaptation to economic shortages and the effects of the early
1980s oil crisis (e.g., Lomnitz 1977; Hirabayashi 1983; Higgins 1983;
González de la Rocha 1994; Roberts 1986; Selby 1987; Selby et al. 1990).
Parallel studies engaged with debunking stereotypical “Culture and Per-
sonality” ideas of pathological and self-inflictedmarginality, and focused
on specific sociopolitical resistance to incorporation into the national
system (Vélez-Ibañez 1983; Logan 1984). Others used a historical struc-
tural analysis to comprehend migration and the process of identity,
pointing out in some cases the limitations of this approach in under-
standing of micro-levels of identity formation (Arizpe 1978: 50). They
all pointed out that poor people, migrants, and those in the urban work-
ing class were more active agents than previously thought.

Yet some questions are still open. How are the subject and the col-
lective constructed through the urban process? Which processes of his-
torical and political negotiations inform the subject’s belonging and
group affiliation within the urban space of a colonia popular? And fi-
nally, how does the subject use cultural processes such as symbols and
rituals to interpret everyday life? Some recent Mexican ethnographies
have addressed these issues in part by situating the gendered self/subject
in a process of historical and social transformation (Behar 1993; Gut-
mann 1996); they have also stressed the processes of translation, and the
“will to identity” (Gutmann 1996: 245)6 that motivates people in work-
ing-class neighborhoods.7 Thewill of individuals or social groups cannot
fully explain events, which result in part from unintended consequences
of agents’ actions (Ortner 1984: 157). An example of this can be seen in
the effects of specific Jesuits’ actions on grassroot evangelist movements
in Guadalajara, which I discuss in Chapter 3. A prolonged history of
evangelical activism by Jesuits and evangelization based on fostering lay
leadership has in some cases divided Christian Base Communities and
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decreased their aggregate power, the opposite of what the Jesuits had
intended.

In a colonia popular, taking people’s ideas about shame, guilt, and
goodness into account can contribute to an understanding of identity
when combined with analyses of personal failure (such as pregnancy out
of wedlock) and notions of responsibility and worthiness that emerge
out of religious discourses, family relations, and family differentiations.
In other words, the phenomenology of affects is connected to difference
in-the-making; sentiments and psychological characters emerge out of
negotiations of power and distinction in everyday life. It is clear, then,
that a focus on the subject emerging from a normative process has made
anthropologists aware not only of psychological traits and class position
as the essentialization of an urban culture, but also of the relationships
of power and domination on which these essentializations are based
(Gledhill 1994: 68). Focusing on people exclusively as subjects was not,
however, adequate for writing parts of this book, such as when I wanted
to describe aspects of belonging and cognitive transformation in pro-
cesses of migration. To understand modernity, I needed to focus on
politics with regard to practices, knowledge acquisition, and the with-
holding and transmissions that shape the identity of subjects as well as
phenomenological processes of self-transformation.

Questions of self-transformation emerged, for instance, when I had
to confront what exists beyond or before language, such as in chapter
6, when I discuss the condition of “not knowing” of womanhood in
transformation. That is to say, the gap between the unknown (a desire
to be different without yet knowing how) and the known (the available
social positioning) is a place of anxiety and uneasiness that becomes part
of the process of transformation. I needed a language of a phenome-
nological self to account for the instances when language breaks down
and transformations take place. La mujer sufrida (the suffering woman)
is not just a well-known cultural and Marian representation of Mexican
womanhood, it is a phenomenological, open-ended process of social and
moral incorporation and exclusion. Suffering, when it takes the form of
pain, can be both the disruption of a capacity for communicating, or
the engendering of it and the possibility for a new form of communi-
cation (Scarry 1985; Das 1995). Suffering and pain can mark exclusion,
rejection, and the impossibility of incorporation, but they can also be
read as a passage toward inclusion in a specific moral community (Das
1995: 181–182).

Nonetheless personal transformations are not enough to capture ur-
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ban identity. They have to be understood as emerging from the interplay
of complex social and economic processes. For example, internal migra-
tion and the urbanization of western Mexico were related to decreasing
returns of agricultural labor and the crumbling of a state-subsidized ag-
ricultural economy. The creation of new urban labor markets in the
1970s–80s, fostered by an increasing number of multinational industries,
in the region of Guadalajara has been translated for many people into a
shift from a subsistence ranch economy to a dependence on wage labor.
Therefore, narratives of longing and belonging need to be read as part
of the lived experience of these structural shifts, as well as of the policies
of urban settlement pursued from the 1960s up to the 1990s in Guada-
lajara and throughout the state of Jalisco.

thread 2: prisms of belonging

The second anthropological debate that runs through this book con-
cerns migration and the sense of belonging in an urban space. These
domains emerge in the everyday life of the colonia popular in acts of
translation that are not only cognitive, but also embodied. Certain acts
embody the tensions and narratives of people recalling, imagining, and
experiencing rural life, the home, the neighborhood of Polanco, and the
urban world of Guadalajara. The recollection and imagery involved are
very much in the present, and not constructed in the form of historical,
unilinear rural-urban development that characterized much of the Cul-
ture and Personality, structuralist, and functionalist studies. Memories
of rural and urban living instead are sites of differentiation, with the
people expressing them looked up to or down upon in different con-
texts. El rancho and el pueblo point to axes of difference and evoke op-
positional, but also complementary, imagery used in strategically differ-
ent ways. They produce a dynamic of affectivity, embodiment, and
interpretative processes that shape the performing of selfhood—part of
it being negotiation of one’s relationships and statuses.

To capture the various resonances of people’s experience, I have de-
veloped a concept of “prisms of belonging.” These exist at the interface
of cognition, history, and memory, and are expressed in the ways people
talk about and experience spaces such as the home, the neighborhood,
the city, and places of origin, as well as in the ways these places are
“revisited.” They are important because under different circumstances,
people express different situated selves. The purpose of prisms of be-
longing is to indicate the heterogeneous perceptions, feelings, desires,
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contradictions, and images that shape experiences of space and time.
Prisms of belonging have a three-dimensional nature: they are spatial
and temporal; they combine cognitive-emotional experiences, memory,
and history; and they link self-understanding to the process of migra-
tion and urbanization. They have a history of production and appro-
priation and are read generationally: they are produced by migrant sub-
jects, but urban living and new generations take over their reproduction.
Especially in relation to dynamics of religious affiliation and belonging,
prisms of belonging are not only the experience itself but also the con-
tested interpretations through which experience is categorized. Prisms
have a refractive and, to some extent, elusive nature: what we can see
through them depends on the angle we are looking through. And as
part of a process of vernacular modernity, the angle of vision, the point
of perspective, is important (Rofel 1999: 18).

Prisms of belonging are particularly useful in understanding howmi-
gration can be described as both an experience of self-empowerment
and a loss of power, and how places can become the symbols of em-
bodied experiences of living, thinking, and feeling. Migration and set-
tlement in Polanco seems, for many, to have been a process of acquiring
knowledge about the world, and—for those involved in grassroot reli-
gious or health movements—a passage from a state of unconsciousness
to consciousness. At the base of different representations of places and
spaces, there is an urge (as well as a pressure) to belong. In this context,
the recalling and reenactment of boundaries—of self, of the private and
public spheres, of individual and family, past and present—may not be
so clear-cut, because they are continuously reshaped in particular con-
texts and within specific life strategies.

A focus on prisms of belonging also helps to understand grassroot
expressions of new and traditional Catholic churches. The tension be-
tween the two, which is a tension of modernity, is also part of the par-
ticular history of urbanity. A discursive analysis of grassroot religious
formations as a discursive analysis of the struggle of grassroots forma-
tions to appropriate notions of “change,” the “new,” and the “tradi-
tional”—so typical not only of Latin American but other developing
social landscapes—reveals a struggle among narratives of belonging.
People and groups express and experience affects, rejection, passions,
and indifference as different forms of church activism develop, and as
various types of evangelization promote different, but also overlapping,
ideas of personhood, the relation between human and divine agencies,
and society at large. The reading of these differences and overlaps is one
of the tensions of modernity in Mexican Catholicism. It is both an im-
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pulse toward a narrative of socio-religious subjects inscribed in a process
of citizenship, and a practice of Catholic identity (as I explain in Chapter
3) that has been historically formed as a counter-state and counter-
secular narrative in Mexican history.

The concept of prisms of belonging reflects the fragmented and re-
fractive nature of experience and allows us to reinstate experience as a
category of analysis without essentializing it, viewing it through an un-
derstanding of its sociopolitical genesis, its historical reproduction and
appropriation, as well as its phenomenological location. It also addresses
an anthropological tension between interpretative and antifoundation-
alist approaches,8 while not allowing either political, economic, or phe-
nomenological perspectives to predominate. Instead, these different an-
gles of analysis are predominant in some parts of the book, but
backgrounded in others.

An anthropological perspective on an urban reality provides an excess
of material that is “vulnerable” to rethinking (Gupta 1998: 30); once
again, this perspective’s ethnographic strength is not in seeking an over-
arching explanatory frame—a unified thesis—but in listening to and
learning from the interplay of different thematic configurations. It is
exactly this analytical perspective on emerging thematic configurations
and their theoretical genealogies which provides the groundwork for an
anthropology through the barrio.

The thematic clusters that emerge in this book should not be confined
to the specificity of their location and production. Their emergence in
threads of analytical inquiry suggests a particular engagement in the
study of urban Mexico: a continuum between realms of socioeconomic
studies, political economy, and interpretative and phenomenological
analyses. In other words, the well-documented transformation of the
market labor economy and household production and reproduction in
urban Mexico and the Guadalajara region (e.g., González de la Rocha
1994, 1999; Escobar Latapı́ et al. 1987; Murphy and Stepick 1991) needs
to be understood with close attention to the anxiety of the transfor-
mation of the subject, and the uneasiness of intimacy of the self as part
of a process of social transformation. Let the ethnography perform the
theory by engaging us with insightful articulations of different, but re-
lated, thematic clusters.

thread 3: vernacular modernities

The third main thread that runs through this book is an articulation of
modernity and tradition that embraces the study of vernacular modern-
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ities: the ways in which modernity—as the linear project of develop-
ment, scientific inquiry, and progress—has been embraced but also re-
sisted outside of the dominant centers of power.What has emerged from
this process of resistance and reshaping is not only preserved tradition,
but a local reshaping of modernity. Modernity includes an attitude
about the present and one’s place in it, and vernacular (or alternative)
modernities evolve around the destabilization of universal idioms, the
historicization of the context of exactly this present and of oneself in it
(Parameshwar Gaonkar 1999: 14). Alternative modernities are, then,
about grassroot interpretations which subtly displace dominant and na-
tional narratives.

Recent ethnographies have fruitfully engaged with the study of ver-
nacular modernities (Coronil 1997; Donham 1999; Ferguson 1999;
Malkki 1995; Appadurai 1996). They have paid attention to facets of the
discourse of modernity: to the conflation of nature’s and citizens’ fer-
tility and their incorporation into a historical narrative of a nation-state
(Coronil 1997); to the nondelivery of modernity and an anthropology
of decline (Ferguson 1999); to different domains of experience in exile
and resettlements which can or cannot produce new narratives of com-
munities (Malkki 1995). These studies have alsomade clear that processes
of social modernization are not equivalent to processes of cultural mo-
dernity. The same impetus to economic, technological, or industrial
growth, or to participatory citizenship democracy and human rights
advocacy, can be culturally interpreted and reshaped in various ways.

Three themes in this debate are directly relevant to theMexican urban
narratives discussed in this book. First, modernization and urbanization
are not linear and teleological processual movements. There are possi-
bilities of regression, and always multiple and contested interpretations.
This book’s discussion of grassroot religious movements, the plurality
of medical etiologies, and narratives of health and disease describes an
overlap in a struggle of representativeness of el pueblo (meaning “the
village” but also “the people”) and a claim for authority, which is con-
ferred by holding knowledge. Different interpretations of modernity
coexist and overlap rather than being mutually exclusive, and the par-
ticular interpolations of these coexisting phenomena and interpretations
voice the specificity of a vernacular modernity.

The growing phenomenon of alternative medicines andmedicina pop-
ular embraces some of these specificities. These expressions of modern-
ity can create conditions of empowerment, as with women in self-help
groups, but they also reproduce existing biomedical hierarchical power
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structures, as with homeopaths who prefer to be associated withmedical
doctors rather than curanderos.

Second, if modernity originated as a project of incorporation in a
dominant and hierarchical mode, its appropriation in subaltern sites and
through subaltern angles of vision requires a focus on incorporations as
well as resistances of the local in the nation-state, and the subject in a
mode of citizenship. What emerges through the neighborhood of Po-
lanco is that the process of appropriation is very much open-ended, and
it generates anxiety and suffering as well as relocation and empower-
ment. It is open-ended because, to a certain extent, modernity has failed
to deliver what it promised. One example is the failure of a national
health system to provide effective coverage for those who are entitled
to it. However, the lack of funds and the poor management of national
health-care needs to be understood within recent Mexican history. In
the late 1980s and early 1990s, during the presidency of Carlos Salinas
de Gortari (1988–1993), technocratic efficiency and faith in democrati-
zation centered on a strong presidential figure were recurrent images in
the national discourse. Salinas personally embodied a dream of national
modernity. However, under the succeeding presidency of Ernesto Ze-
dillo (1994–1999), that dream and reality became increasingly different.

During the late 1980s and first half of the 1990s, the time period at
the center of this book, Mexican society went through important
changes. In 1994, at the end of his term, Salinas left office with the
country pursuing increased modernization and efficiency. A technocrat
trained at Harvard, Salinas had begun his presidency with a public policy
program, PRONASOL (Programa Nacional de Solidaridad, or Na-
tional Solidarity Program), that sponsored a wide range of projects with
the political aim of visibly targeting the exclusion of the poor from
national economic growth.9 Salinas pushed an agenda of modernization
through large-scale privatization of state-owned companies, while fos-
tering presidentialism and an image of the state as a good provider for
the urban (and rural) poor.10 However, his main objective in dealing
with internal tensions was a concertación (internal co-optation and ho-
mogenization of difference and oppositional political forces, rather than
mutual agreement by different political parties, as has been the case of
la concertación in post-dictatorship Chile) and subsequent neutralization
of different local and regional sociopolitical forces within centralized
national plans (Harvey 1993). He was able, throughout his presidency,
to subdue social tensions with the promise of an existing (but in reality
not well-established) national economic competitiveness and stability,
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which was built on the image of a perfect marriage between democratic
consolidation and neoliberal reforms.

However, modernization without real democracy has its toll.11

Throughout Salinas’s presidency and partly during President Zedillo’s
term, a de facto withdrawal of the state’s food, health, and educational
programs (also imposed on the Mexican government by international
monetary fund rescue plans) has weakened the safety net that had existed
for a good part of the Mexican low-income population. As a reaction,
grassroot movements have grown, becoming central in negotiatingwith
federal and municipal powers for services and resources. In some cases
the sociopolitical action of these groups has challenged patron-client
relations and the government policy of concertación. It remains unclear
whether, in the long term, they will succeed in altering those mecha-
nisms.12

With the election in 2000 of a new president, Vicente Fox (the Par-
tido de Acción Nacional candidate for the right-center coalition Alianza
para el Cambio), a new and interesting phase has opened in Mexican
democracy and civil society. It is still early to assess where Fox’s new
government is leading Mexican society and economy with its combi-
nation of technical and managerial aspirations and a strong Catholic and
conservative impulse. Nonetheless, internal divisions within the Alianza
para el Cambio in both the senate and the national assembly are already
emerging. Two example are the government’s negotiations with the Za-
patistas over the COCOPA law (Comisión de Concordia y Pacificación),
which deals with the rights and culture of indigenous people, and a
proposed financial reform (at the time this book was going to press)
that would raise taxes on medicine, basic foodstuffs, and books.13

However, this book is not meant to directly address the debate about
the transformation and democratization of Mexican politics in the last
decade. Other works have done this (e.g., Rodrı́guez 1997). I only wish
to point out that the ideal of modernization of the state needs to be read
through local cultural practices of modernity. A focus on these everyday
cultural and social practices (which inform the imagining of the national
and the global) unveils how the work of imagination and the politics of
affects are fundamental to understanding national projects of modernity
(Appadurai 1996: 9). Analyses of issues related to modernity, in partic-
ular socioeconomic systems, are further understood via a focus on every-
day life formation and representations, and their relation to the work of
imagination.

Finally, vernacular modernities are about the transfer of knowledge
between different actors, and the appropriation—as well as the circula-
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tion—of knowledge becomes important terrain for understanding how
modernity and its failure are reinscribed, reimagined, and reproduced.
By claiming knowledge, people are claiming agency, and this transfer
produces patterns of emergence and residual cultural processes. I refer
here directly to the work of Raymond Williams, who argues that the
novel elements of a culture are not always the emergent ones, which are
defined as a set of “new” values, meaning, and types of social relations
(Williams 1977: 123). What is novel in sociocultural formation is not
always oppositional to dominant culture and discourses. It can be in-
stead defined as the residual, which becomes visible because of the de-
fault process of the dominant discourse. The residual and the emergent
are further stages of sociocultural differentiation, that, Williams argues,
give important clues about the nature of the dominant. The crucial
points are that the process of generally emergent, that is repeated and
continuously renewed, is often confused, in a process of negotiated in-
corporation to the dominant, with the “locally residual” (Williams 1977:
125). Secondly the emergent is often visible at a pre-emergent level that
generates tensions and is actively endorsed, but not fully articulated in
its expression.14 Transfer (and withdrawal) of knowledge from the per-
spective of vernacular modernities opens the question of what is con-
sidered emergent and residual, and by whom and in what circumstances.

The articulation between residual, emergent, and dominant forms
may wax and wane, but its impact on consciousness and forms of urban
movements spills beyond the temporal frame of their life cycles, well
into longer lasting configurations of civil society and its transformation.
And I now invite the reader into an ethnographic journey in which these
forms help to modulate our perspectives of urban Mexico.

A Note on Methodology
My fieldwork was structured around informal and repeated interviews,
mainly in the neighborhood of Polanco, which is in Guadalajara in the
Mexican state of Jalisco. I also spent time in bordering areas and some
informants’ villages of origin. I followed people and families in Los Altos
de Jalisco, Zacatecas, and villages south of Lake Chapala. I did not pro-
duce and implement surveys; instead, I conducted unstructured inter-
views, taped when I could but otherwise recorded by hand during or
immediately after. For this I got the nickname of la mujer de la libreta
(Notebook Woman).

I also interviewed several Jesuits and Diocesans in Guadalajara, and
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I attended meetings with them as well as with Church and medicina
popular activists in different parts of the city. Between 1990 and 1992 I
spent twenty months in participant observation of different household
activities, public-space interactions, and medical practices. I returned in
spring 1997 and again in summer 1999 and early 2001. Those were ex-
tremely important visits, during which I saw the effects of the 1994
economic crisis and the continuous diversification of the neighborhood.
I was really surprised, on one hand, by the presence of new bank
branches and, on the other, by the increasing economic hardship for
many families I knew.

When I arrived in 1990 I was asked to help with a sociological survey
of one of the parishes, but I declined. I was afraid to be seen as a Church
activist, which would have precluded access to other groups. I now
regret that move, not only because of the misunderstanding that arose
(one of the priests proved somehow hostile to my presence), but also
because I was not aware that presumed anthropological neutrality is
already in itself a clear political position. Nevertheless, I did become
engaged in group activities involved in researching the history of ne-
gotiations for legalizing land ownership in the neighborhood, and I
conducted archival work in the municipal and the Jesuit libraries in Gua-
dalajara.

I also had in-depth conversations with various members of a group
of families and helped them out, whenever I could, with some of the
problems of daily encounters. I often encouraged people to talk about
what they dreamt (literally, as well as what they aspired to), about their
intimate lives, and I often assumed the role of daughter as a means of
showing respect and putting myself in a position of learning. In trans-
lating people’s quotes from Spanish into English, I maintained a col-
loquial style. For confidentiality, I have changed people’s names.

During my second and third fieldwork periods, I distributed early
drafts of this work to people, talking about it and receiving important
feedback. That experience has made me even more aware that not only
the act of writing, but also the text itself, is a process.
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chapter 1

Internationalizing Region,
Expanding City, Neighborhoods
in Transition

When there is nothing on earth that forgetfulness does not
fade, memory alter, and when no one knows what sort of
image the future may translate it into.

Jorge Luis Borges, “Mutation,” The Aleph

I have been asked more than a few times why I initially chose to carry
out my fieldwork in the Guadalajara area and, in particular, the neigh-
borhood of Lomas de Polanco (hereafter referred to as Polanco). I was
drawn to the dusty streets with bending trees, fighting for life, and the
patchy colorful houses that reminded me of Burano Island in Venice.
And at first I imagined Polanco to be an island in a tight archipelago of
the economic, social and spatial matrices of Greater Guadalajara.

The colonia is actually south of the city, close to the old industrial
area. Its architectural development is varied, and houses have one, two,
or, rarely, three floors. The older houses were constructed with adobes
(sun-dried bricks), the new ones are made of ladrillos (factory-made
bricks). Some houses are well decorated both inside and outside and
even have car space, but others may not even have had a sewer system
or running water until very recently. It is common to encounter viviendas
where unrelated nuclear families live in separate rooms, often sharing
the bathroom, courtyard, and wash basin, but always having separate
cooking facilities. The visual impact of the place is multicolored and
variegated, as many house extensions on the ground floor have been
built using materials and techniques that don’t match the originals, to
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accommodate a new business or provide a home for newly married off-
spring.

Later I realized that the appearances of the houses tended to show a
division between those que la han hecho (who have it made) and those
who don’t, and I discovered that Polanco had a well-known history of
grassroot movements and politico-religious organizations. By accident,
I found myself in an interesting space of urban history, in a neighbor-
hood in transition, part of an expanding city that was playing a major
role in the internationalization of a regional economy.

While my initial selection of Polanco arose from contingent personal
choices, I soon discovered that it was intersected by wider urban un-
foldings. In this chapter, I sketch the metropolitan and regional space
through which the voices and events I narrate and discuss in this book
have emerged. Urban anthropology involves listening to the voices
emerging from socioeconomic processes and specific urban histories,
and then weaving their connections into an ethnographic narrative.

As in other metropolitan areas of Latin America, urbanization takes
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place through the constant redefinition of identity and space in the con-
text of social contrast, reference, and belonging (De la Peña and De la
Torre 1996: 251). To grasp the fluidity of urban complexity, we need to
disentangle intertwined phenomena (e.g., economic transformations,
land regularization, development of social movements) and see how
they form the plot onto which identity unfolds. The colonia is a space
of articulation between individual and familial dynamics and civil soci-
ety. It is important to point out that a colonia popular is originally a
low-income, working-class neighborhood. Its degree of economic ho-
mogeneity might vary over time, but the Spanish term popular refers
always to its class composition.

The identities and participation of citizens in Guadalajaran civil so-
ciety cannot be understood without examining histories of the colonias
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populares. Guadalajara’s demographic expansion has not developed via
land invasions, as did other major Mexican cities such as Monterrey
(Bennett 1995: 14–15) or Mexico City (Lomnitz 1977); consequently,
settlers in peripheral urbanizing areas did not have prior bonds of action
and identity to tie them together.1 Guadalajara’s demographic expansion
has been shaped by a form of human settlement and subsequent regu-
larization of land and house ownership that have required collective
action by civil and religious neighborhood organizations (De la Peña
and De la Torre 1990)—hence the need to understand the social organ-
izations of the barrio and its localism in Guadalajara.

The neighborhood of Polanco is a typical colonia popular being
transformed from a very poor, underprivileged neighborhood to a sub-
urban center. This transition is embedded in the microhistory of its
social mobilization and the socioeconomic dynamic of its population.
Collective action has made the neighborhood a famous case study of the
opposition of small plot owners to a combination of private interests
and public requirements (Sanchez Van Dyck de Levy 1979; Morfı́n
Otero 1979). But socioeconomic factors must be taken into account in
analyzing the decreased response to calls for mobilization in the 1990s.
The dynamic of this neighborhood thus has to be read in the context of
expansion of the metropolitan zone of Guadalajara (hereafter referred
to as Greater Guadalajara) and the internationalization of Jalisco’s re-
gional economy.

Guadalajara, an Expanding Metropolitan Area
Settled in 1532, Guadalajara has been a major administrative center since
early Spanish colonization, but its exponential urbanization is a rela-
tively new phenomenon that can be traced to the period between 1940
and the 1980s (Vázquez 1990: 52). The city has been distinguished by
religious and economic conservatism;2 however, this economic tendency
has been challenged in the last fifteen years by the expansion of multi-
national activities in the industrial area south of the city. The growing
investment of foreign and multinational capital has internationalized
both the city’s and the regional economy, but this has not improved the
well-being of many traditional labor sectors (Torres Montes de Oca
1997: 77).

Since the mid-sixteenth century, Guadalajara has been a center of ec-
clesiastic and government power, and as it became an increasingly im-
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portant economic and political hub, much of the indigenous population
was displaced into outlying areas. Nevertheless, the indigenous popu-
lation of Greater Guadalajara was significant well into the nineteenth
century, even if the city’s population is still largely mestizo.3 During the
seventeenth century Guadalajara was considered second toMexico City,
Puebla, and the mining towns in the central region of Guanajuato and
Zacatecas (Berthe 1970), but in 1708 it became the regional capital. Soon
after, the ‘Real Consulado, which administered all of the Spanish
Crown’s business and trade activities in western Mexico, was transferred
to the city. Since the eighteenth century, the local and regional economy
has been based on agriculture and the production of nondurable goods
such as textiles, shoes, and food products (De la Peña 1986).

Guadalajara’s real economic and social growth began in the nine-
teenth century. After Mexico won independence in 1821, small-scale in-
dustries were developed, many of them by migrants from Europe. The
Guadalajara region’s economic expansion was facilitated by construction
of a new railway in the early twentieth century that also provided a link
to the Pacific area and intensified trade with the United States (De la
Peña and Escobar Latapı́ 1986). The population in rural Jalisco andGua-
dalajara at this time included merchants, shopkeepers, bureaucratswork-
ing for the government, church, and military, and rancheros (cattlehold-
ers) who had taken over parts of the large haciendas that were split up
and redistributed after the revolution. Ranchero culture (discussed in
Chapter 2) is still central to Jalisco’s regional identity.

Migration to and within the Guadalajara region has been strictly con-
nected to land tenancy. During the dictatorship of Porfirio Dı́az (1877–
1911) economic policy resulted in increased migration in west-central
Mexico,4 and the establishment of communal landownership under the
ejido system during the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934–1940) did
little to improve conditions in the long run.5

Guadalajara is now the largest urban center in westernMexico, which
includes the states of Jalisco, Colima, Aguascalientes, Nayarit, Michoa-
cán, and Zacatecas. Since 1940 Guadalajara’s population has doubled
every ten years, reaching two and a half million in 1980 (Arias 1985) and
(according to a 1991 census by Instituto Nacional Estadı́stica Geográfica
y Informática [INEGI]) exceeding three million in 1990.6 In 2000, an
informal estimate placed the population at more than four million.

Guadalajara is divided into four sectors that were, and to a certain
extent still are, class centered. Those of the middle and upper classes
tend to live in Hidalgo and Juárez (the northwest and southwest sectors,
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respectively), while lower-class families live either in the city’s center,
the northeast sector of Libertad, or the southeast sector of Reforma.
However, new low-income settlement areas have developed outside the
ring roads, especially west of Greater Guadalajara,7 and the upper and
middle classes are expanding toward Zapopan, making Guadalajara less
of a spatially, east/west “divided city,’ ” as Walton (1977) described it
more than two decades ago.

From the 1940s to the mid-1980s Guadalajara attracted large numbers
of migrants with the prospect of work in both formal and informal
sectors (Escobar Latapı́ and De la Peña 1990). Monterrey has been char-
acterized by entrepreneurial high-risk industrial investments for a long
time, but only relatively recently have Guadalajara and the Jalisco region
acquired an important role in the multinational economy (Arroyo Ale-
jandre and De León 1997). The production of multinational companies
such as Kodak, Hewlett-Packard,Motorola and IBM8 rests on a network
of maquiladoras in nearby municipal areas, which expanded in the 1980s
as a result of surplus labor, infrastructure improvements, and govern-
ment support (Duran and Partida 1990).9 The major focus of multina-
tional production has become the electrical/electronic industry, which
in Jalisco accounts for one of the two major exports, the other being
beer (Medina Ortega 1997). This concentration of technological indus-
tries in Guadalajara at the turn of the twenty-first century has earned it
recognition as “the Silicon Valley of Mexico.”

Since the mid-1990s, the internationalization of Jalisco’s economyhas
produced increasingly radical changes, and a renewed crisis for the low-
income population. Economic restructuring has been geared toward de-
industrialization and has favored the services and the presence of part-
nership with North American capital, and increasing dependence on the
fate of the technological market industry. Guadalajara has long been a
center of small and mid-level industries, but this still large sector of the
economy has struggled to be competitive in an international market,
with the consequent increase of labor layoffs. The integration between
this type of industry and multinational production is problematic, re-
quiring conversion of labor skills and a shift from small-scale to large
enterprise relations of production. It also requires new strategies for
organizing production and distribution, and a renewed integration of
this metropolitan area into the regional economy.
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“Aquı́ me quedo” (Here I stay): Urbanization
and Migration in Greater Guadalajara
The high rate of migration to Guadalajara that began in the 1940s and
lasted until the early 1980s resulted from factors such as the substitution
of cash crops for staple crops, the official freezing of prices for basic
agricultural products, increased rural unemployment, and the concen-
tration of services and commercial activities in Guadalajara (Gallegos
Ramı́rez 1990).10

Since the early 1960s, entire families began moving to Guadalajara,
and not always because of poverty. In fact, those who decided tomigrate
often had more resources and were more open to taking risks than their
village-mates who decided to stay. As Rouse (1992, 1995) has argued in
the case of transnational migration to California, the whole dynamic of
production and reproduction of migrant circuits—as a flow of people,
goods, labor and social capital between home and migrant communi-
ties—needs to be taken into account to understand reasons for migrat-
ing.11 To understand migration only, or mainly, in terms of push and
pull factors is a reductionist way of explaining a more complex phenom-
enon that involves the increase of social capital in the ongoing exchange
of resources and people between migrants’ places of origin and their
destinations.12

Until the late 1980s, urbanization of Greater Guadalajara was spurred
primarily by migration from the countryside, and privileged spatial ex-
pansion rather than increased population density (De la Peña et al. 1992).
It has also been characterized by private appropriation of land and on-
going land speculation. In the late 1980s and 1990s, people were moving
from already urbanized areas to newly urbanizing areas, many of them
leaving extended households already settled in Greater Guadalajara (So-
ria Romo 1991), coming to the Jalisco region fromMexico City and less
traditional areas of migration such as the Pacific Regions (Velazquez
and Papail 1997: 25). The urban journey of many people living in colon-
ias such as Polanco began when they arrived with relatives or friends
and rented in older central areas of Guadalajara. After they saved enough
money to buy a piece of land, they moved to peripheral and urbanizing
areas. But a piece of land bought in the colonias might have had prob-
lematic strings attached.

Urbanization of Greater Guadalajara has evolved around connivance
between the private and the public sectors, and the breaking of local
planning laws to the detriment of low-income settlers (Varley 1989). Its



24 NEIGHBORHOODS IN TRANSITION

course can be divided into three periods (De la Peña 1989). From the
early 1930s to the mid-1940s, the sale of land was done privately and
not regulated by the government. The following period of urbaniza-
tion—which lasted until the mid-1960s—still revolved around private
land trading, but state control manifested itself through the formation
of fraccionamientos populares, the result of a government law in 1953 that
allowed plots of land to be sold for construction. More than two hun-
dred fraccionamientos populares were created in Guadalajara during the
1950s and 1960s (De la Peña 1989: 9), and the law specified that, through
a plan of the ayuntamiento (municipality), major services would be in-
stalled before the transfer of individual plots.13 The cost of basic infra-
structure was to be the responsibility of the fraccionador (the person
managing or owning the land), who would include it in the cost of each
plot. However, this procedure was not followed in many cases in
Greater Guadalajara (Vázquez 1990: 125–126). As alreadymentioned, the
fraccionamiento was often an end-goal in the urban journey for the
migrants who rented, or lived, with relatives in other parts of the city
before buying. But many migrants who bought land from fracciona-
dores found themselves caught in the sticky web of speculation.

The third period of urbanization, from the mid-1960s to mid-1990s,
has been focused on asentamientos (townships). When the land assigned
for fraccionamientos populares had been sold, urbanization of Greater
Guadalajara expanded into ejido land. Since legally the city was not
supposed to provide services until land was regularized, the status of
such land has been a crucial dispute in many asentamientos. On the
other hand, middle- and higher-income settlements in Guadalajara have
received services before being legalized; hence regularization can be a
matter of who says what is irregular, not the actual status of the land
(Varley 1989), and relates to how people, especially public officials, see
the land and the acquisition of ownership according to the meanings
and metaphors attached to specific urbanizing land (Ward 1999). One
political strategy used by public bodies to marginalize new settlers in
low-income areas is to label a settlement illegal, which is also a reason
to withhold services. Most of those moving to new asentamientos are
recent migrants from outside the region and families who have been
forced out of the rental market in older Guadalajara’s neighborhoods
and have reduced buying power in the housing market (Soria Romo
1991). In contrast, most people living in fraccionamientos populares
such as Polanco settled there in the 1960s and 1970s.

Patterns of urbanization and urban livelihood have been affected by
recurrent economic crises in Mexico. The 1982 debt crisis reduced the
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real purchasing power of wages rather than the number of jobs available
in the market and caused a polarization in working conditions (Escobar
Latapı́ 1988: 19). The economic crisis touched many facets of life among
the urban poor: consumption dropped and productive activities whose
end products were acquired in the market (such as ready-to-eat food),
began to be carried out within the household. The education of young
people, especially girls, was sacrificed if working mothers were unable
to manage childcare and housekeeping as well. Although many colonias
populares experienced relative economic improvement between the late
1980s and mid-1990s (during Salinas’s presidential sexennium), the de-
valuation of the peso in 1994 worsened the situation again, especially
for those relying on factory work and wages. The cost of living steadily
increased while the wage power did not, and by the end of the 1990s,
people were experiencing profound crises and anxieties because of un-
employment or underemployment.

Vicente Fox’s neoliberal policy is intended to strengthen the economy
by containing income taxes, and to facilitate major investments while
addressing poverty and wealth redistribution. Once again hopes are
pinned on the so-called trickle-down effect, but whether or not that will
occur remains to be seen. In recent years Mexico has become, more and
more, a nation where members of a small elite class have greatly in-
creased their wealth while a large part of the population has not seen
substantial and sustainable benefits of economic growth.

In periods of crisis, the stage of household life corresponding to the
extended family (for example, when a young couple lives virilocally)
expands, though this does not mean that reciprocity and mutual help
increase within and between households. Instead, the opposite seems
more likely to be the case, as there is a cost of social networks and
reciprocity between households that translates in increasing family nu-
clearization and social atomization (González de la Rocha 1999). The
increased informality, flexibility, and insecurity of the job market as well
as low wage returns in formal employment affect most of the low-
income population in Guadalajara, as in other parts of Mexico. The
promise of a much brighter future for this population is still remote.

La lucha popular: Glorious Pasts, Present Reassessments,
and New Directions
Social movements have played an important role in defining citizenship
in Mexico (Foweraker and Craig 1990), and their presence in urban
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contexts sheds much light on the expressive, identity nature of com-
munity organizations (Escobar and Alvarez 1992; Foweraker 1995).
Whether or not their reproduction goes beyond achieving proposed
goals such as land tenure and housing, obtaining services, or pursuing
women’s political action and larger social goals (Stephen 1997) is a mat-
ter of debate. Yet there is no doubt that social movements have a central
role in the creation of heterogeneous, negotiated, and diversified urban
identities. This heterogeneity can be seen in Guadalajara’s Movimiento
Popular Urbano (Urban Popular Movement), from its beginning in the
early 1970s to the present. This movement has developed in four distinct
stages characterized by different priorities, leading activist groups, and
forms of community organization (Regalado Santillán 1995).

During the first stage (1971–1981) the MPU’s actions were strictly
connected to activities of the Comunidades Eclesiales de Base, evangel-
ical groups inspired by liberation theology.14 In 1981–1984 political,
grassroot non-party forces first appeared, working in parallel to mobi-
lization of the Comunidades. The third stage (1985–1987) saw the rein-
forcement of a political agenda in the social movements within the co-
lonias populares, but it was partly characterized by a top-down activist
approach led by the Jesuits and laymen trained by them, and therefore
counted on a reduced grassroot base. The fourth phase (1987–1993) in-
dicates an important consolidation as grassroot social organizations be-
gan to develop around the issue of housing claims and different inter-
neighborhood associations began to form. During this phase, demands
for better housing and a higher standard of living were not confined to
isolated neighborhoods but gained support from the wider public. Peo-
ple were beginning to recognize the failure of Greater Guadalajara’s
municipalities to provide and implement appropriate plans for urban
development, and hence to guarantee appropriate land and infrastruc-
ture for popular housing (Regalado Santillán 1995: 222).15

The fifth (and current) stage, which began around 1994, has seen
urban popular mobilization around issues of electoral transparency, po-
litical change, and human rights. The initial landmark event of this stage
was a civil disaster in Guadalajara on April 22, 1992 (Ramı́rez Saı́z and
Santillán 1995). An explosion in a central barrio killed more than two
hundred people and destroyed hundreds of homes. It was caused by
leakage of highly flammable hydrocarbon (an organic compound de-
rived from petroleum) into the sewage system, which, days before the
explosion, was reported by residents to the municipal authorities. Au-
thorities dismissed the warning and took no preventive measures, and
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for a while, they attempted to cover their own and Petrolio Mexicano’s
(PEMEX’s) responsibility. The other landmark event marking the fifth
phase was the beginning of the Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas in 1994.
These two incidences—the disaster and the uprising—brought to the
forefront of Guadalajara (and Mexican) civil society questions of polit-
ical and administrative transparency and defense of indigenous/human
rights.

The phases of mobilization in Polanco have followed the general pat-
tern. The colonos (the people living in the colonia) have played an im-
portant role in the development of civil society in Guadalajara through
defending their rights via creation and participation in urban move-
ments such as the Comité Popular de Sur (central to the Movimiento
Urbano Popular) and religious groups such as the CEBs (organized by
the Jesuits and their affiliated centers (Servicios Educativos deOccidente
[SEDOC] and the Instituto Mexicano de Desarollo Económico Co-
munitario [IMDEC]). Also important have been their links with op-
position political parties (including the Partido de los Trabajadores
[PT]). The Comité Popular, in particular—born out of the organization
of colonos of Polanco in 1973—has, together with the movement Inter-
colonias, constituted the formative backbone of the Movimiento Ur-
bano Popular.16 The colonos’ involvement in these movements was part
of a process of negotiation with municipal and regional powers. The
municipality, on its side, has contested the ownership of parcels of ejido
land through the Comisión Regularizadora para la Tenencia de la Tierra
(CoReTT)—a national organization with an independent budget, es-
tablished by presidential act in 1973, which can either repossess land or
legally recognize tenancy.17

Polanco is a fraccionamiento popular inhabited since 1953, but its
status as such was recognized only in 1959, and covered only 106 hec-
tares. In a fraccionamiento popular the regular lote (basic lot) should be
at least ninety square meters. In Polanco, most lots are eighty square
meters (eight-by-ten meters or four-by-twenty meters), and paired
houses built on split lots are common. The colonia has two Catholic
parishes: Santa Magdalena and the Anunciación. The population con-
sists mainly of so-called old and intermediate migrants who moved here
during the rapid urbanization that took place between the 1960s and
early 1980s. A 1979 study by SEDOC (Servicios Educativos Deocui-
dente, a Jesuit organization) indicated that 82 percent of the inhabitants
came from outside Greater Guadalajara, and the average family included
six individuals (SEDOC 1981); the study mentioned that 55 percent of
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heads of households were from the region of Jalisco. Another 20 percent
were born in Guadalajara, and 20 percent came from the regions of
Michoacán, Zacatecas, Nayarit, and Colima. The population in the early
1990s was estimated in the parish census to be about twenty thousand.

Population data also show that the life-cycle of the family in Polanco
is in a stage of consolidation (González de la Rocha 1994), with adult
offspring relieving the head of the household and taking on part of the
economic burden and forming new, separate households. According to
the SEDOC and parish censuses of mid-1985 and 1989, 44 percent of
Polanco’s workers were employed in factories, 30 percent were em-
ployed in private-sector businesses such as building construction and
transportation (informal systems of public transport such as collective
minivans), and only 7 percent worked in retail sales and street-vending.
At that time ratio of male to female factory workers was one to three;
other working women were employed as sirvientas (housemaids) inmid-
dle-class colonias in the western part of town.

These are suggestive data, and I would like to leave them as such. I
have already mentioned that during my fieldwork, I did not use survey
methods, nor was I primarily interested in analyzing the neighborhood’s
class and labor composition. However, secondary sources reveal that the
colonia has been composed primarily of a low-income population. I use
the term “low-income” throughout the book to address a socioeconomic
condition that is not homogenous, but internally diversified. For in-
stance, there are differences between those who are employed in the
formal economy and entitled to national health insurance (see Chapter
4) and those earning contractual wages, or those who are house or shop
owners, and those who are house tenants, or those who are investing
social capital in the education and upper mobility of offspring and those
who are not. Nonetheless, I have identified Polanco as being a socio-
economic space in the making, dominantly low-income—a condition
characterized by economic conservatism, an investment in basic family
necessities rather than increasing personal expenditure, the need for so-
cial networks to pull together resources in times of hardship, and gen-
erally speaking, a careful mastery of household expenditures. Therefore,
I use the term low-income to address socioeconomic generalities as well
as diversified impulses in the population.

The disputes around landownership and provision of services in Po-
lanco have made the neighborhood’s history a prominent example of
the process of urbanization in Guadalajara, so I describe it with its spe-
cific singularities, but also as an example of other, similar cases. Urban-
ization of the Polanco colonia is particularly interesting for three reasons
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(Morfin Otero 1979). First, the land on which Polanco was built was—
and still is, at least in part—ejido land. Second, the relation between the
colonos, fraccionador, and public authorities has been representative of
the type of connivance between political and economic powers that has
also taken place in other colonias of Greater Guadalajara. Third, as men-
tioned above, the Movimiento Popular in Polanco was born out of a
struggle for installation of a better sewage system, and the movement
was coordinated by the Jesuits through the CEBs.18 This combination
of factors has made Polanco a key example in the history of urbanmove-
ments in Guadalajara.

Now I will describe some of the microhistory of Polanco, to give the
reader a sense of the negotiations that have taken place in the lengthy
process of land regularization. By presidential decree, between 1927 and
1934 the ejidos of Santa Marı́a Tequepexpan and El Polanco were di-
vided and distributed to campesinos (farmers). The actual colonia of Po-
lanco extended into the ejido of Santa Marı́a de Tequepexpan, but in
the mid-1950s, Jaime Alberto González—the owner of Guadalajara’s
newspaper El Diario managed—in an allegedly unclear and apparently
fraudulent way—to acquire the property, which was then transformed
into a fraccionamiento popular (Sanchez Van Dyck de Levy 1979). Al-
though it appeared that González legally acquired part of this land from
an obscure owner and received another part as a donation, the descrip-
tion of the land in the municipal legal document did not correspond to
what was then sold as the fraccionamiento Polanco (MorfinOtero 1979).
In 1959, to defend himself from possible accusations of fraud, González
the fraccionador created a society called Fraccionadora Polanco de Gua-
dalajara. Once the fraccionadora began to sell lots, González claimed the
right to install basic services from the ayuntamiento of Guadalajara, even
though he was selling properties that he did not legally own.

Although González should have installed services at his own expense,
he instead passed those charges on to people buying lots. The first set-
tlers had to wait until 1961 for the street grid plan and the water system
to be installed, and another year to have the electricity connected, the
cobbled pavement completed, and the central park laid out. In 1961 after
rumors began circulating that the fraccionador had committed fraud,
González changed the name of the society. He continued selling lots,
however, because no legal action was taken against him or the fraccion-
adora. The situation was aggravated a few years later when the munic-
ipality wanted to charge the colonos again for installing the drainage
system.

In 1974 the settlers of Polanco submitted their first request to the
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federal justice for amparo of the land in the ejido of El Polanco—a ju-
dicial process guaranteed to individuals by the Constitution to defend
their rights in situations involving state institutions. The legal judgment
did not solve the issue of ownership of the ejido lands, and at the same
time, CoReTT threatened to intervene to sort out the legacy of the land
ownership. CoReTT could have expropriated the lots from colonoswho
believed that they had bought and owned the plots legally.19 As an op-
tion, CoReTT wanted to resell the lots (which were by then already
improved) at the current market price, not for what they would have
cost when the colonos first took possession.

Authorities tried to portray this land dispute as an invasion by the
colonos and not as a fraud committed by the fraccionador.20 To focus
on fraud would divert attention from the biases of the public structures
involved in the process of urbanization. Thus, from 1974 to the mid-
1990s, Polanco was a theatre for lots of pushing and pulling between
the fraccionadora, the public works department, the municipality, and
colonos over legalization of land rights. Two main groups have been
involved in defending the rights of Polanco’s inhabitants. The Comité
de Vecinos, which has the support of the Casa del Pueblo (the leading
neighborhood organization representative of the Partido de Revolución
Institutional [PRI]), has always supported the municipality, using strat-
egies of dividing the population through backing up individual claims
in obtaining small reductions or better payment conditions. Represen-
tative PRI institutions such as the Casa del Pueblo have always fought
to control representation of the colonos in the negotiations with mu-
nicipal authorities.

In this way the colonia of Polanco, like others in urban Mexico, has
become a focus for ways of incorporating residents in wider urban in-
stitutions—as well as ways of excluding them (Vélez-Ibañez 1983)—and
an arena for the control of the mediation of rights and services. In fact,
one group of residents (groupo de representantes), the second major
group involved in the negotiations, found direct channels for negotiat-
ing with public institutions such as the municipality and the Consejo de
Colaboración Municipal de Guadalajara (CCMG) (a governmental ad-
visory group) beyond the watchful eyes of the Casa del Pueblo—an
action of disarticulation of the negotiations from traditional PRI grass-
root constituencies that resulted in increased popular protests to back
up colonos’ demands.

What do these experiences suggest in terms of community identity?
Three main dynamics emerge that are common to other parts of urban



NEIGHBORHOODS IN TRANSITION 31

Mexico. The first is the complex interplay between connivance and co-
optation between municipal, federal, and national bodies, and private
enterprises and popular movements. Legalizing landownership and cre-
ating better housing are important arenas for negotiation of citizens’
rights and the consolidation and redefinition of group identity. In Gua-
dalajara’s case, the formation of fraccionamientos populares has shaped
neighborhoods that are different from the human settlements created
by land invasion. Second, the neighborhood has to be understood as a
space of negotiation, shaped by tensions of incorporation and exclusion
within the wider urban metropolitan space. Therefore, the space of the
neighborhood is central to understanding the articulation of the urban
in its multiple levels, as well as the actors involved. Third, processes of
legal urbanization and land invasion and subsequent regularization, typ-
ical of this and other Latin American cases, should be understood as an
interplay of different progressive or conservative religious, lay, and po-
litical forces.

Many land invasions and occupations, and subsequent urban settle-
ments, in different parts of Latin America may appear similar, but they
invariably lead to different struggles regarding land ownership, adequate
housing, and sociopolitical mobilization. Collective identity cannot be
explained when the social movements’ actions are not examined as part
of the larger context in which that identity takes shape (Stephen 1997:
284). Generality and specificity in those processes have to be part of
analytical inquiry. These points are further illustrated by the history of
the movimiento para el alcantarillado (movement for the sewage system)
that developed in Polanco. This confrontation between different agen-
cies was resolved in favor of the colonos, and the conflict’s history is
defined by activists in the colonia as “a glorious past.” This popular
mobilization in Guadalajara affected the way urban space was symbol-
ically conceptualized and experienced not only in Polanco, but in other
urban areas as well.

The history of this urban movement can be divided into three peri-
ods. The first stage—the first six months or so of 1975—was a time of
preparation and reflection within the recently formed CEBs inspired by
Jesuits.21 These groups were formed mainly by couples who met to re-
flect on the application of the Bible to everyday problems (discussed in
detail in Chapter 3). At that time neighborhood sanitation was very poor
because Guadalajara’s trash dump was situated on the Cerro del Cuatro,
the hill south of Polanco. During the rainy season (May to October),
water and garbage slid down the hill, repeatedly flooding Polanco.
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In 1975 Governor Alberto Orozco Romero announced a plan to in-
stall a drainage system, but the colonos discovered that they would have
to bear the full cost. Moreover, the attorney of the fraccionador, Gon-
zález, had begun repossessing the houses of those who were falling be-
hind with their payments (Morfı́n Otero 1979). In October 1975 the
Grupo de Representantes was formed to organize popular resistance.
Important goals included finalizing an agreement that residents would
pay only 25 percent of the installation charge and drawing attention to
the fraccionador’s incompetence and his financial responsibility for the
installation.22 The municipality attempted to break the group’s solidarity
by seeking support from other groups such as the Comité de Vecinos.
This committee claimed to have already achieved the best option by
having negotiated a reduced installation fee from the CCMG. In reality
the proposed fee was reduced by only 21 percent (Morfı́n Otero 1979).

In March 1976 the colonos received the first bill for the drainage
system, and the Grupo de Representantes decided to risk the legal con-
sequences of asking people to protest the unjust charges. At the same
time some of the colonos organized themselves and succeeded in de-
fending the families being threatened with eviction because of late pay-
ments.23 The tug-of-war between the municipality, the representative of
the colonos, and the fraccionador ended after more than three thousand
people gathered for a protest in front of the government palace. Bowing
to public pressure, the municipality agreed that the colonos would have
to pay only a quarter of the cost determined by the CCMG, and the
drainage system was installed in 1978.

Regarding the issue of land ownership, in 1984 Governor Enrique
Albares Castillo signed a document recognizing that fraud had taken
place, and that the fraccionador had taken illegal actions in Polanco.
This action failed to stop the land tenancy commission from threatening
to evict residents from parts of Polanco and Santa Marı́a Tequepexpan
in 1986 and 1987, but fortunately the evictions never took place. Nev-
ertheless, by the late 1990s the situation was still not completely resolved.
In 1995 it seemed that one part of Polanco was still ejidal, and that the
tenancy commission could have intervened only in that area. The Grupo
de Escrituración of the Organización de Colonos Independientes de
Polanco (OCIP), formed in 1990, was still defending residents against
such interventions. The organization provided a cultural center and a
meeting place, as well as an archive of the history of Polanco. For a
while it also hosted an independent radio station, “Radio Pueblo.”
However, tenancy commission’s intervention has become less likely be-
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cause of support for a constitutional change to article 27 that would
repeal the inalienability status of ejido land.

It is clear that the mobilization of residents to address the drainage
issue was a critical experience in relations between the government and
civil society in Guadalajara. It was one of the initial mobilizations of the
Movimiento Urbano Popular (MUP), the network of organizations that
emerged before and after April 22, 1992. The achievements of the Grupo
de Representantes became central to the formation of the Comité Pop-
ular del Sur (CPS), and also theMUP. The Polanco residents negotiated
for a reduced charge for the drainage system without mediation by es-
tablished local groups such as the Coordinación de Trabajadores Mex-
icanos (CTM), the network through which power usually was allocated
in the Mexican system (at least until the PRI’s power monopoly was
weakened by the 2000 general elections). And this was achieved despite
the municipality’s efforts to weaken the movement by exacerbating its
inner divisions and offering bribes to some individuals (Vélez-Ibañez
1983).

Polanco’s grassroot organization nevertheless suffered from the same
problems that have affected the CPS and, in the late 1980s and 1990s,
the MUP.24 One problem is internal disagreements about decisionmak-
ing and establishing alliances with emerging or already established po-
litical groups. A second problem is that these groups pursued defensive
political action rather than proposing new plans to shape urbanization
in deprived urban areas (Ramı́rez Saı́z 1992: 190, 191). In this way, the
experience of social movements in Guadalajara is different from those
in other areas such as Mexico City or Chiapas. A combination of factors,
including religious and political conservatism and the failure to organize
people around issues of ethnicity and identity, has resulted in less citizen
participation in urban popular movements (Regalado Santillán 1995:
232). However, since the 1988 presidential campaign of Cuahutemoc
Cárdenas and the creation of the Frente Democratico Nacional, the
Movimiento Urbano Popular has broadened its political action, foster-
ing more alliances and privileging social mobilization over specific po-
litical affiliations.

In the late 1990s, those who had been or still were involved in social
mobilization complained that participation in Polanco had decreased
considerably since the mid-1980s. Many groups were having trouble
understanding the changes that different colonias were experiencing,
and finding the right words to motivate residents. Promoting solidarity
among the underprivileged to fight for improved living conditions is
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not as successful a strategy as it was in the 1970s, even though Polanco’s
streets weren’t all paved and the neighborhood lacked a complete drain-
age system until work was done between 1996 and 1998.

Colonos identify different causes for this apathy. On one hand, the
population involved with the Catholic Church had been confused by
frictions generated between the different policies of the priests in charge
of the main parishes and the Jesuits in Polanco. Those tensions reflect
major internal divisions between the diocesan and the Jesuit order (see
Chapter 3). On the other hand, people’s priorities have changed, the
neighborhood is experiencing relative forms of gentrification, and the
message and proposals of groups such as the OCIP have had difficulty
adjusting to those changes.

As already mentioned, by the end of the 1990s, changes in the social
mobilization in Polanco andGreater Guadalajara show a greater concern
with the wider issue of legitimate elections, free of fraud, and the defense
of human rights. The Parish of the Anunciación, for instance, has been
involved in training observers for local, regional and national elections,
and there is a growing awareness of the socioeconomic exclusion of
indigenous groups in other parts of Mexico. There is a tendency to de-
localize issues of urban mobilization, turning attention away from spe-
cific service or house-ownership issues and redirecting it toward major
issues at the core of Mexican civil society.

The Centralization of the Suburb
It is clear that Polanco, like other colonias in Guadalajara, is becoming
a differentiated world where some people are better off than others. In
the 1970s social mobilization in Polanco evolved around metaphors of
fighting for democracy and against poverty, but in the late 1980s and
1990s, people expressed reluctance to engage in similar struggles. Many
people still feel they are poor, especially with the renewed crisis of un-
deremployment and inefficiency of public and welfare services. For some
people the struggle is a personal one, while others perceive it as a strug-
gle of the community (see Chapter 3). Religious choices in Guadalajara
are also changing, with a constantly diminishing interest in liberation
theology and increased interest in charismatic and evangelical forms of
Christianity, as well as in right-leaning Catholic organizations (De la
Torre 1998).

In Chapter 2 I will describe how, until the mid-1980s, Polanco had a
high crime rate and was the scene of serious confrontations between
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youth gangs, smugglers, and often corrupt police. Confrontations be-
tween citizens and government are now more common in the southern
suburbs, on the Cerro del Cuatro. Thus the major task faced by those
still active in Polanco’s social movement is finding a political discourse
that will renew their impact on the rest of the colonia. In the 1970s
Polanco became famous for its movimiento popular organized through
the activities of the Comunidades Eclesiales de Base; in the 1980s and
1990s, its importance has grown as a center for business and commerce.
The expansion of diversified services has made Polanco popular among
those living in nearby neighborhoods and those in the expanding asen-
tamientos in the Cerro del Cuatro area. Censuses have shown a slight
decrease in the estimated population, which combined with the above-
mentioned phenomena, an increase in property values, and transfor-
mation of some dwellings into business properties constitutes what I
call a centralization of the suburb.

A major phenomenon that had important repercussions on the co-
lonia’s economy and everyday life was the creation of a tianguis (street
market) in 1985. It takes place twice weekly and has expanded visibly
along the central street. As a union stronghold of the Confederación
Revolucionaria de Obreros y Campesinos (CROC), any decisions about
setting up stalls and running the market must be approved by the pres-
ident of the tianguis. This expansion of the market has had important
consequences for the neighborhood. The quantity of merchandise and
the competitive prices have attracted shoppers from many colonias po-
pulares in the southern part of Guadalajara. While in the colonia for the
market, they also take advantage of other services, such as medical and
dental care. Preexisting businesses, however, have suffered from expan-
sion of the tianguis. Those who have good stalls in the market or those
who have well-furnished retail shops in the main street are doing good
business.25 Those who tend to suffer from the competition are perma-
nent stall-holders who sell food, clothes, and goods at higher prices than
found at the tianguis, and the traders in the permanent covered market.

Another major consequence of the introduction of the street market
has been an increase in property values. The main street has become a
very profitable business center, and since the late 1980s, domestic resi-
dences on this street have become more rare, and the price of these
properties has shot up. The urban structure of Polanco has consequently
changed, with the central street becoming a space for trade rather than
a place for living. In 1997–1998 banks such as Banca Promex, Bital, and
Caja del Sol also opened branches here.

In conclusion, in the 1990s a new phenomenon in the urban space
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figure 1. The main street of Polanco in 1999. Note the recently opened
bank branch and paved street, which contribute to the changing aesthetic of
the center of a periphery. (Photograph by the author.)

appeared. The expansion of Guadalajara into outlying areas has led to
the conversion of a relatively old suburb into a center for new suburbs.
The increased informality of the market is one component of the process
of centralization. Yet the socioeconomic situation in Polanco is still dif-
ficult for many. The consolidation stage in the family life cycle (González
de la Rocha, 1994), increased property values, and the lively atmosphere
of booming business are some of the characteristics changing Polanco’s
identity from that of a poor neighborhood into one that is more so-
cioeconomically diversified. In different urban and urbanizing Mexican
cases, as the case of Greater Guadalajara shows, many groups are still
marginal to the system of service redistribution—they have to fight for
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urban services—but they are integrated into the lower end of the pro-
ductive system (Gallegos Ramı́rez 1990). This type of marginality is still
one of the key inspirations of popular/political movements such as the
OCIP in Polanco and the MUP in Guadalajara, but people’s perception
of themselves as marginal is changing. Marginality is a relative phenom-
enon, and those perceptions, as well as structural, socioeconomic con-
notations, are fluid and changing. Consequently, groups that formerly
succeeded in mobilizing residents throughmetaphors ofmarginality and
empowerment of the poor have been revising and questioning their
strategies and have become part of a national mobilization focused on
civil society issues such as election fraud and human rights issues.

This transition is important and reveals the effects of past religious
evangelization into present grassroot movements. The content and
forms of current social mobilizations vary, but the importance of a civil
forum of expression in Guadalajara is increasing. Even if the initial ac-
tions of the CEBs or the MUP could be considered, to a greater or lesser
degree, as residual phenomena (Williams 1977), their impact in the long
run is shaping a new and emerging activism in civil society. To recognize
the threads that link past and residual urban mobilizations to present,
emerging ones is central to understanding the formation of civil society
in Guadalajara and the rest of urban Mexico.

The first migrants who settled in the fraccionamiento popular of Po-
lanco had to put up with several hardships associated with establishing
a new neighborhood: basic services were installed slowly and incom-
pletely, and people had to fight for installation of an adequate drainage
system and recognition of their rights to own land. The history of Po-
lanco is thus a good example of how, in Guadalajara and other parts of
Mexico, the rapid process of urbanization has been fertile ground for
connivance between wealthy landowners and government agencies and
officials. However, the children of the migrant settlers are now acquiring
skills and education to which their parents did not have access, and some
are demanding citizens’ rights that their parents did not have or had to
painfully acquire. Nonetheless, educational and social mobility is not
uniform in Polanco, and many families still have to struggle with de-
creased buying power and are forced to rely on the female labor force
to sustain household incomes (González de la Rocha 1994). Greater
socioeconomic differentiation has been taking place since themid-1980s,
and the poorest and most unskilled members of the community—es-
pecially if they were renting—have slowly been pushed out of the neigh-
borhood.



38 NEIGHBORHOODS IN TRANSITION

In Chapter 2 I introduce and discuss how the various prisms of be-
longing articulate representations and embodied experiences of this ur-
ban space. At this point, however, it is important to note that urban
settlements such as colonias populares have emerged from a conflictive
articulation between state regulatory presence, private enterprise, and
citizens in negotiations concerning land, housing, and public services.
Hence the urban space emerges out of this articulation between power
relations and specific places with local histories. Stemming from a mo-
dernity project of Mexican economic progress as well as the current
economic expansion and transformation of Greater Guadalajara, a spe-
cific urban space such as Polanco becomes morally tinted, as I explain
in the next chapter—first peripheralized, and then centralized. Hence
the narratives of residents and the private and public powers in this
urban process about land regularization and housing not only constitute
a place—Polanco—that is incorporated into the city, but suggest some
of the complex layers of which the urban space is composed.
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chapter 2

Migration, Space, and Belonging

At times the mirror increases a thing’s value, at times denies it.
Not everything that seems valuable above themirrormaintains
its force when mirrored. . . . The city exists and it has a
simple secret: it knows only departure, not returns.

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

Mi pueblo, levantado sobre la llanura. Lleno de árboles y de hojas,
como una alcancı́a donde hemos guardado nuestro recuerdos.
Sentirás que allı́ uno quisiera vivir para la eternidad.

My village, above the plains. Full of trees and leaves, like a
treasure box where we have kept our memories. You’ll feel that
you could live there forever.

Juan Rulfo, Pedro Páramo

The migration experience and migrants representations of space and
time are parts of the learning processes. This learning is not only about
gains, but also about losses. In this chapter I explore the prisms of be-
longing that emerge in the relationship between urban and rural space
by capturing some of the heterogeneous perceptions, feelings, desires,
contradictions, and images that shape experiences of space and time both
at personal and family levels. Spaces are associated with particular ways
of being and moral beliefs, which shift in relation to the contexts in
which they are perceived. Ways of talking about experiences in different
geographical spaces illustrate the process through which people map
their world, and give insight into their self-perception (Lynch 1960).
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Different images of the urban and the rural are present in the colonias
populares, and representations of the rural are directly related to expe-
riences in the changing dimensions of the urban.

Studies of migration to urban contexts in Latin America have focused
for a long time either on structural or on psychological causality (Mahar
1992), while issues of self-awareness, worldviews, and the re-enactment
of the past in the present in the migrants’ experience have receivedmuch
less attention.1 Hence, in this chapter I analyze, within a context of
migration, ways in which the space of the home, the city, and the colonia
is represented as a known/unknown, secure/insecure space as perceived
by the media and those living within or coming to the colonia. Diver-
sification of the quality of space is present in the representations of places
of family origin, which may be recalled with pride or with shame.

The process of representation and experience in the urban space may
imply self- and family empowerment and expansion of knowledge, but
also interruption in and loss of ontological security. The migrants’ fam-
ilies’ places of origin may assume different connotations for offspring
generations; for those brought up there, such places may be associated
with harsh conditions, social expulsion, or a nostalgic, “lost” past. For
their children, these places may be associated with a more relaxed social
environment for young people, and less rigid rules of courtship than
found in the city. Some of the questions addressed in this chapter con-
cern the visibility and invisibility of specific urban and rural dynamics
that relate to selective memory and a hierarchy of representations, a
hierarchy that is translated into a difference in social relations.

Lomnitz-Adler (1992) has argued that these processes of translation,
as processes of internalization, are fundamental to understanding pro-
cesses of identification within, and as a part of, different national and
regional identities. Identity then emerges from a fracture between dif-
ferent internalized and objectified cultural forms.2 Still, the process of
internalization takes place within a system of power relations that is not
exclusively coercive but also creative. Actors’ creativity in shaping their
own perceptions of the world is thus as important as their engagement
with collective action. Furthermore, collective boundaries cannot be as-
sumed to be homogeneously shared by the population, because past and
present representations assume different and often contrasting forms.3

As previously discussed, the specificity of Guadalajara’s urbanization
shows the importance of relating a study of individual agency with an
analysis of the central role that civic and religious neighborhood asso-
ciations have played in the creation of community identity and civil
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society in Guadalajara (De la Peña and De la Torre 1996; De la Torre
1998). This creative dimension of power emerges also in the analysis of
neighborhood organizations and the role of religious and lay leaders in
defining the space of the barrio and the city of Guadalajara (De la Peña
1989; De la Peña and De la Torre 1990). The urban space becomes a
space of articulation and conquest for multiple leaders, actors, and or-
ganizations.

The narrative expressions of the colonia, the city, and the rural space
are part of the productions and appropriation of prisms of belonging,
which are then important clues to the process of identity in contem-
porary urban Mexico.4 The formation of these prisms both as cognitive
maps and embodiments of experience is part of particular life histories
and strategies.5 From that angle, I will discuss the relation between
prisms of belonging and localism. We now know that locality is pri-
marily “relational and contextual” to other domains (Appadurai 1995:
204).6 In other words, the local as such does not exist, but is a process
that continuously refers to other scales of socioeconomic and political
phenomena for its meanings.

The Importance of Belonging
Migration to Guadalajara and the colonia of Polanco needs to be read
as part of this developing identity of urban space, and its effects on
people’s identities have to be analyzed in terms of belonging, experience
of places, and processes of inclusion and exclusion. Since identity can
also be in between places (but nonetheless always occurs in a specific
place), it is important to focus on how the notion of belonging is stra-
tegically inserted into personal biographies at particular moments of
collective formation and social differentiation.

Belonging to and identifying with a specific land are very important
for people in Polanco, and this is easily discerned in everyday speech.
Being “loose,” or not belonging to a particular place, is defined as a
negative characteristic. The term vago (which means “vagrant”) is used
to refer to young people who take drugs or are the source of trouble.
They do vagancias, which are lawless things such us stealing car radios
and smashing car windows. Attributes of wandering are commonly used
to describe actions considered negative. The word vago is also used for
children who act against their family’s will, and for married people who
do not fulfill the responsibilities of marriage. It is important to remem-
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ber that the verb estar casado (to be married) comes from the root word
casa (house). In the same sense, to be a good boy or girl (ser un buen
muchacho/a) is the opposite of ser vago, with the notion of being good
being closely related to traditional ideas of cooperating in the life of the
household.

The goal of having a house of their own is fundamental for most
families in low-income urban areas, and ownership is much preferred
to renting. The impact of land and ownership disputes discussed in the
previous chapter can be better understood through recognizing that
people’s perceptions of social and emotional stability are associated with
their houses and the land on which are built. Landownership still has
strong symbolic power in urban spaces, and negotiations in land dis-
putes can be viewed also as a negotiation of, and resistance to, enforced
deterritorialization of identity. The difficult process of acquiring land
affects attitudes about owning a home. The acquisition of legal docu-
ments for the ownership of land makes people feel more relaxed about
passing their houses on to their children. This loyalty to one’s land and
home does appear to be changing over generations. Clara, a middle-
aged woman born in the rancho of El Murillo near Ameca, showed her
concern about this change when her married daughter wanted to buy a
flat in an estate block in a relatively more affluent area near Polanco:
“They want to buy a flat in the area of Jardines de la Cruz, but what are
they going to own . . . the air? It would be better if they bought a small
piece of land in the Cerro [del Cuatro, a set of colonias near and on the
top of a hill that still lack basic services] and built something there.”

For Clara, the idea of upward mobility is related to the capacity to
stop renting and own a house on a piece of land, even if it is in a worse
area. For her children, though, and for other recently married couples,
upward mobility is identified with living in better-off colonias, even if
in a reduced space “in the air” such as blocks of flats, where communal
space is more restricted and the living spaces are smaller. Such decisions
by succeeding generations clearly indicate that for some, neighborhood
location has become more important than the nature of the property.

When it comes to the internal space of a house, in Polanco, as in
other colonia populares, people tend to ruralize the space of houses. The
room at the entrance is usually the best decorated room in the house,
or even the only decorated room, because it is what visitors see (but it
can also be used as a bedroom at night). Often there are pictures on the
wall of married couples, including the heads of the household and their
married children, and Catholic images of the Virgin and saints. Also
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figure 2. Mauricio in the home of his aunt, Juanita, which is a good
example of a certain style of home decorating that indicates a liking for the
reproduction of natural motifs and the display of religious images. (Photograph
by the author.)

common are images of landscapes, but these do not necessarily represent
places of origin; instead they tend to be stereotypical postcard-type pho-
tos. In some houses the walls are entirely covered with different images,
as if empty spaces were something to be covered up.

Mirroring the differences in decor found in working- and middle-
class English households, poor households in Polanco use cheaper ver-
sions of the decorations used by those of the middle class: the difference
is not in design and colors, but in material (Hunt 1989: 77). Poorer
Mexican households display knicknacks, souvenirs, and cult figures
made of plastic or other inexpensive materials. Plastic or paper flowers
are common ornaments, but when the house is used for production, as
in different forms of home-based cottage industry workshops (Miraftab
1994), the decoration is removed for the workday and put back into
place in the evening.

When I asked people why they chose artificial decorations rather than
real plants, I was told that “they look nicer, and more refined.”7 Real
plants can nonetheless be found in the courtyard (el corral), which is
often used for keeping animals such as rabbits, chickens, or pigs and
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figure 3. Houses in the colonia are reminiscent of the lifestyle and
homes in the rancho, as in the display of pots and pans on the wall
of Juanita’s home. (Photograph by the author.)

also as working or storage space. However, the balance between the
house and the corral is the opposite of that found in the countryside.
In rural areas the corral is the center of activity (for raising animals,
washing dishes, sitting and preparing corn, and so on), whereas in the
city the most activities take place in the house itself.8

The kitchen, however, still recalls rural life. Although there is no
firepit on which to place the comal (a circular plate of metal used to heat
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tortillas), the way in which the cutlery, pots, and pans are displayed on
the wall in many houses is reminiscent of life in the rancho. Also hung
on the wall is colorful pottery, often from the kilns of Tonalá and Tla-
quepaque. The pleasure people get from displaying these items out-
weighs practicality, for Polanco is very dusty, and things need to be
cleaned often.

Contrasting uses of the house itself have been captured in a compar-
ative study of the use of domestic space by Mexican migrants in the
United States and by villagers in rural Jalisco (Pader 1993). The use of
domestic space in Mexico emphasizes interdependence, movement in
space, “familism” (Pader 1993), and a lack of separation between the
different parts of a house; it also reveals an orientation toward group
rather than private, individual space, and “continual physical connec-
tions among household members” (Pader 1993: 126).

In Polanco, the existence of a separate space, such as a private room
with separate bathroom or cooking facilities, is not common, even for
recently married couples living in their parents’ house (which can cause
strain, however, for young married couples who are prevented from
enjoying much intimacy away from the eyes of in-laws). Toilets often
have curtains as doors, and relatives (normally of the same sex) tend to
sleep in the same bed, even as adults. There is no division between
adults’ and children’s spaces, and children play and move about as they
please, resulting in a continuous cross-cutting between these two
worlds. Adults do not seem particularly annoyed by children’s noise,
and children find their own entertainment without relying on adult en-
couragement.

Contrasting Images, Different Wavelengths
While most households in Polanco share a focus on the internal space
of the house, a tension between security and risk taking emerges in the
multiple mappings of space outside the home. Many people consider it
unsafe to walk at night, especially through back streets and near Po-
lanco’s park, but during the day the colonia is felt to be a relatively secure
place. In the morning, laborers leave early for shift jobs, as do students
for the preparatoria (high school). Women sweep the street in front of
their houses first thing in the morning because leaving the front door-
step dirty is considered the sign of a poorly kept house. A few older
women and their younger helpers sell breakfast out of food stalls near
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the bus terminal. In general, women fill their mornings with activities
considered to “make a woman”: sweeping, washing the floor, preparing
food. By mid-morning, the main street of Polanco is full of activity. This
is a time when women can talk to “strange” men more easily, and there
are stories and gossip about women falling in love with men whom they
first glanced at on their way to the market. Long queues form for buying
tortillas and masa (basic corn dough), which people complain are infe-
rior to those produced in the rancho. Technological changes, whilst
alleviating gender specific load became catalysts for despising of mo-
dernity.

Many women affirm that during the day Polanco feels similar to a
pueblo, even if life is faster in the city. New business activities are set
up in Polanco as fast as others close down, and they are often run from
front doors or from converted front entrances, a sign of fragmentation
of the market and increased competition. Many of these small busi-
nesses—selling sweets, homemade snacks, soft drinks, and so on—are
carried out by women and in the ambiguous space of the threshold. As
I will elaborate in Chapter 6, the ambiguity is related to the fact that
women should cross the space in the colonia with a purpose: they should
not simply hang around as men do. They can, however, interact from
the house’s threshold, making it possible to run a business without leav-
ing home.

The location of these businesses indicates a transition from visibility
to invisibility, allowing women and young household members to in-
habit a space of consumption, labor production, and finally, household
reproduction. The threshold is also an area that reflects Mexico’s current
economic crisis and people’s lack of confidence in economic recovery.
At the end of the 1980s, threshold businesses also sold goods such as
small electronic equipment and baby toys, but in themid- and late 1990s,
they almost exclusively sold homemade food or relatively inexpensive
sweets and snacks. This is because there is less capital available to pur-
chase goods to sell.

The households in which women need to set up such small businesses
are part of the lower end of the spectrum in the colonia’s economic
transformation. Conditions of visibility and invisibility in the urban
space can be seen in the relation between the visible architectural space
and the invisible exchanges, interactions, and networks it contains. In
the urban space, then, the threshold of the house becomes a symbolic
setting for back-and-forth shifts between visibility and invisibility. In
terms of social relations, the threshold becomes a symbolic ground for
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the encounter of the visible activity of women’s labor and the “invisible”
activity of household reproduction.

After dusk the outdoor space is considered unsafe, and the only peo-
ple on the central street are couples walking or eating at food stalls, and
men going to their night shifts or the cantinas (bars). Some people still
hold onto rural beliefs about the Devil catching those who are in the
street at night, and in the urban context the Devil is symbolized by the
vagos and drug-addicts who are blamed for creating an evil and disrup-
tive side of the colonia.9 Thus attributing social dysfunction to “bad,”
drug-addicted individuals or to migrant communities is not only typical
of North American inner cities (see Bourgois 1995 for the Puerto Ricans’
case in East Harlem, New York), but also of Mexican urban contexts.
Yet the phenomenon of urban drug dealing is better understood as a
result of specific urban economies and exploitative labor systems, rather
than individual or community psychological dysfunction (Bourgois
1995: 322, 323).

Since the centralization of the periphery (discussed in the previous
chapter as the conversion of an older peripheral neighborhood into a
center for new ones) has been taking place, the bandillerismo phenom-
enon (and parallel police harassment) has shifted to more-peripheral
colonias such as the Cerro del Cuatro.10 Residents’ perceptions of Po-
lanco as an impoverished and violent place are slowly changing, but for
a long time, Polanco was seen by many tapatios (inhabitants of Guada-
lajara) as a prototype of a dangerous colonia. Polanco has been described
variously in the local press as an island of solidarity, a place of struggle
for urban rights, and even as a dangerous cluster of rebels ready to bring
the Cuban revolution into Mexico. One reporter described a journey
through the streets of Polanco and Santa Cecilia during which “he dis-
covered a series of slogans on the walls, in which people are encouraged
to rebel; other slogans attack the military force, the police and the gov-
ernment” (Conciencia Pública 4, March 1987).

The colonia has often been seen as an outstanding example in the
urban periphery’s deprivation and marginalization from civil society.
Consider, for example, the following headline from El Sol de Guadala-
jara (August 9, 1991):

CALAMATOUS POLANCO
Abandoned for 35 years, with illegal use of land and unpaved streets,
Indifference toward “major floods,”
Murders anad ambushes committed nearly every day,
It is a free land for drug addicts and criminals.
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But these images have not corresponded entirely to the people’s percep-
tions of themselves.

Anthony Cohen has argued that the identity of a community is re-
lated to the experience of its boundaries in symbolic opposition to other-
than-us, and that people’s sense of self arises from the “contrivance of
distinctive meaning within the community’s social discourse.” So, com-
munities are mental constructs whose symbolic boundaries allow people
to “think themselves into difference” (Cohen 1985: 117). In Polanco the
nature of symbolic boundaries varies from actors to actors because those
boundaries depend on actors’ intentionality in expressing and stressing
different images of the community, as well as the contexts in which those
images are evoked.

People express both love for the colonia and shame. Living condi-
tions have improved, but the colonia’s appearance has not improved as
much as that of other neighborhoods established about the same time
or later. In some cases this “backwardness” is accepted with pride be-
cause Polanco has pueblo characteristics rather than the wealthiermodern
look of nearby neighborhoods. These colonias—where some of Po-
lanco’s women work as sirvientas (housemaids)—are portrayed as less
friendly places, where neighbors know little about each other. Never-
theless, when comparing Polanco to a different “other,” different char-
acteristics are emphasized.

Some people perceive Polanco as a more alienated environment, even
in comparison with poorer neighborhoods. One young teenager from
a poor family complains that her friends in Polanco are often snobbish:
“Young people are very presumptuous and snobbish here. For this rea-
son I get along better with the people in Echeverria [a nearby colonia],
because people there are simpler. They do not show off their clothes.”

A similar attitude is expressed by some of the people who are more
in need (often those in rented accommodations), who argue that people
in Polanco used to be more helpful, but have becomemore self-oriented.
Neighbors living in vecinidades normally do not share water or electricity
if a family’s services get cut off or if they do not have running water or
electricity in the house. Relying on neighbors’ help is often described as
a thing of the past; now people are too caught up with their own lives
to think about others. The rise in rental prices has also affected people’s
feelings about the communitarian and individualistic quality of the social
space. Homeownership, home improvement, car ownership, and having
adult children employed in stable wage labor are among the main char-
acteristics associated with increased status and social capital.

Antithetical images of the colonia coexist with a sense of increased
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figure 4. An example of home improvements and the addition of an
extension on the first floor. Often the extension is used to accommodate
married offspring until they can afford to rent or buy their own homes.
(Photograph by the author.)

selfishness, and the neighborhood space also can be perceived as a
known, friendly environment. In some cases, people are supportive of
needy neighbors, and activities such as the posadas (Christmas parties)
include all the families living on the street, even if they have little to
contribute. Neighbors also keep an eye on each other’s property, and
residents say they have established confianza (ties of trust) with their
neighbors similar to those they formed in their pueblos.

A key to explaining these contrasting attitudes about the environment
is the history of Polanco. In Chapter 3 I will discuss in detail how Po-
lanco has been affected by strong development of the Comunidades
Eclesiales de Base inspired by liberation theology, and grassroot mobi-
lization between 1970 and the early 1990s.11 This evangelization during
neighborhood formation, and also during its consolidation as a colonia
popular, may have been aided by people’s sense of belonging more to
their place of origin than Polanco, as well as their lack of initial ties with
neighbors in urban areas.12 A sense of a common identity has been cre-
ated through group participation in the colonia’s activities rather than
through ties of kinship or common origin.

Perceptions and the viability of house and neighborhood space in
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Polanco relate to boundaries of the self within the family and the com-
munity, and across genders. Ways in which domestic and neighborhood
space are conceived cannot be separated from those who experience it
and construct its boundaries symbolically in opposition to the space of
others. Hence I now turn to how migrants and their offspring perceive
the city as a whole, and how those boundaries are shaped.

Coming to the City: An Expansion of Knowledge
Jesús Martı́n Barbero has argued that in Latin American urbanization
“the appearance of the masses meant that it was now impossible to
continue maintaining the rigid hierarchical organization that constituted
the society . . . for in the midst of the ignorance of the masses regarding
the norms of the city and the way that their mere presence was chal-
lenging the order of this environment, there was a secret desire to get
possession of the good life that the city represented” (Martı́n-Barbero
1993: 157, 158). Thus the study of mass urbanization through different
subject positions sheds light on the changing nature of the urban, urban
desires, and social environment.

Different subject positions unfold in people’s changing imagery of
the city and the role of this imagery in shaping identity. Notions of
“expanding knowledge,” of “hardening the heart,” or of self-
empowerment are important elements in understanding how experi-
ences of migration shape people’s mapping of the world, their experi-
ences in it, and their self-consciousness. Physical occupation of a space/
place does not necessarily bring a sense of belonging, which is a nego-
tiated way of remembering and constructing a collective memory of
place (Parkin 1998: ix). Belonging is also a phenomenological experience
of the local that emerges through a tension between the ideals of the
same particular (Schama 1995). Belonging evokes emotions and involves
a longing for certain ties to specific places and social spaces (Lovell 1998).

The perceptions of migrants’ children born or raised in Polanco are
different from those of their parents brought up in the countryside.
Nevertheless, the influence of their parents’ rural background is still
strong, often creating conflicts between generations, especially in terms
of gender relations and religious beliefs. To explore how rural roots feed
into urban culture, it is important to pay particular attention to those
who personally experienced the rural in their childhood or adolescence.

The city of Guadalajara, with its multiple faces, represents one period
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in people’s experience, but perception of the city is filtered through the
experience of the pueblo and rancho. Many migrants’ first experiences
in the city involved moving from one colonia to another before they
were able to settle in fraccionamientos. Some of them came from pueb-
los (villages with populations of a few hundred), while others came from
ranchos, the clusters of isolated houses in the countryside. Pueblomeans
also population, so it defines both a geographic space and a human bond
between people. I will discuss in the following chapter how the pueblo
is articulated in Catholic religious discourses to claim an authenticity of
representativeness. Moreover, I will see how a tension between pueblo
and pueblos is a pull between universalism and particularism, part of a
tension of modernity.

It has been argued that the process of the formation of the self is
related to memory, cognition, and history, and also that it is shaped by
whatever genre is used to recall and represent such memories (Tonkin
1992: 50). The understanding of the past, then, is closely connected to
the process of recollection in a social context, because in that process
the self is both the subject of the narrative and the agent-narrator. Thus
memory is not only a mental act, but an act of encoding semantic, visual,
verbal, bodily, and habitual experiences to construct a narrative (Con-
nerton 1989).13

The experience of moving to the city is described through personal
idiosyncratic memory. I encountered some resistance in getting people
to talk about such experiences because their recollections stirred up in-
tense emotions. But through co-experiencing such emotions, I was able
to understand how they are a “means through which human bodies
achieve a social ontology through which institutions are created” (Lyon
and Barbalet 1994: 56). The prisms of belonging that emerge in this
book connect memory, cognition, and history in a process of becoming
that maintains axes of difference that are often painful to recall. It is
coming into being through axes of difference that cut through, but also
link up urban socioeconomic integration and self-understanding.

Migrating to the city may have been a shocking experience for many
people, but also an enlightening one. In many cases the city is repre-
sented as having human qualities, as in Doña Chayo’s observation that
“if somebody is unprepared, the city eats a person from the countryside.”
She also sees the city as a morally dangerous place: “In the city there is
not freedom but libertinism. In the rancho there are not bad people
because everybody needs everybody else. One can leave the children free.
There are no drugs, nor perdition, as in the city.”
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In this sense the pueblo and rancho are conceived of as secure places
in contrast to urban deprivation, violence, and drug addiction. Although
Doña Chayo is married, her husband is not a very good breadwinner
and often drinks and gets into trouble. She is definitely the one in charge
of the household and the upbringing of their six children. She defines
herself as a mujer corajuda, or angry woman, and she often appears so
when, with a high-pitched voice and piercing eyes, she speaks about
how the neighbors look down on her sloppily dressed children, or crit-
icize her for not being an “accommodating” woman. Her efforts are
constantly directed toward smoothing family relations, managing rela-
tions with neighbors, and keeping her younger children out of trouble.
Thus Doña Chayo’s experience of the urban environment, especially for
raising children, is one of potential violence, danger, and confrontation.

However, this contrast between the city and the pueblo/rancho does
not always coincide with people’s actual experience. I was surprised to
find that people’s reasons for moving to Guadalajara were only partially
economic. Problematic family circumstances also pushed households to
migrate. Difficult relations with extended family, and even the murder
of close relatives, were often mentioned or hinted at as reasons for mi-
grating. In some cases families had to flee from bloody revenge.14 None-
theless, to a certain extent, violence in the countryside is perceived as
being different from urban violence because the latter occurs randomly
and is often generated by unknown people who observe no code of
honor.

The economic and social impact of drug smuggling, however, has
changed countryside lifestyle dramatically in many of the places of origin
of urban dwellers. Some areas, especially Los Altos de Jalisco and Za-
catecas, have become centers for smuggling drugs to the United States,
and they are also major centers for those wishing to migrate to the
United States. The influx of drug money and remittances frommigrants
headed north has changed the economics of many villages. Nowadays,
living conditions there are often superior to those of older migrants to
Guadalajara as life styles increasingly follow U.S. patterns, referred to
as nortenización (Alarcón 1988). Consequently, a growing number of
people feel misplaced by the changes that their pueblos are undergoing,
and also now feel worse off than some of those who remained in the
village.

Migrants often deny their place of origin its distinctive history and
evolution. Some people born in the rancho recall their past experiences
in terms of a split, saying that “te recuerdas siempre lo bueno y no lo
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malo” (you always recall the good, not the bad). The longing to be there,
a physical/magical space where life might come together and wounds
could be healed, contrasts with the realization that the physical place
itself does not have that intrinsic power.

For many people, the transition from a rural to an urban environment
is perceived as a step from an unconscious to a conscious life, and is
represented in terms of both self-empowerment and the loss of that
power. The images are frequently contradictory. Raymond Williams
(1973) points out that the invention of a tradition, of a “mythical” past,
can increase social solidarity when class conflicts are present, and mem-
ory of that past becomes necessary for maintaining social solidarity. The
urbanized and industrializing Guadalajara, with its low-income colon-
ias, is becoming a space of increasing class and social capital differenti-
ation. Reactions and resistance to these differentiations need to be un-
derstood in the context of different social actions and symbolic
experience.15

Consider, for example, the case of Maximiliano, a worker in the Co-
rona beer factory. He came from a rancho near Talpa in Zacatecas in
the late 1970s. He used to be an amansador (horse tamer) and has had
various jobs since he first came to work seasonally in Guadalajara at the
age of fifteen. He describes his early life as that of a man of action who
was not always well accepted in the rancho because of his tendency to
be “muy valiente” (very brave) both in his work and with women. He
ended up staying in Guadalajara after “winning” the love of a woman
who later became his wife. Through his experiences in Guadalajara, he
started to formulate his own taxonomy of the world, a world of possi-
bilities for self-realization: “When I arrived here, I started to be in con-
tact with many people, and I started to catalogue everything, and the
different types of people. But in the city one feels that everyone is equal.
With money, it is not possible to buy friendship. Everybody needs oth-
ers, even millionaires—to have money is not everything.”

From his male perspective, Maximiliano thinks that a changing view
of the world is more characteristic of men, because they are “out there,”
looking for jobs and interacting with people. He believes this explains
why many women end up with a “bad” man in the city, because they
have not sufficiently developed a capacity for cataloguing people, and
are thus unable to correctly interpret male intentions. Maximiliano’s
experience as a worker has been a fortunate one. He has been with
Corona for many years, and feels that he has been treated well there, an
experience that has contributed to his perception that men are more able
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to “master” urban space than women are. In this respect, the urban space
acquires new communicative properties, which are perceived and ex-
perienced through gender-specific lenses.

The formulation of a new taxonomy through interaction in the city
is also expressed in the words of Don Domingo, a man in his early sixties
who was born in San Cristóbal de Chapala.16 He left for Guadalajara at
the age of fourteen to help his uncle build a small house, partly because
he disliked working the land, but also because he had been interested
since childhood in learning about construction. Now a semiretired
whitewasher, he and his wife live in a house divided into two parts. One
part is occupied by his only son, Gerónimo, who is married with five
children, and the extended family is now actively involved in the CEBs.

Domingo’s recollections of his youth are very sad. His family was
extremely poor, his mother was always busy caring for their large family,
and his father drank a lot. His father’s neglect was so severe that most
of his children died. Domingo recalls being very lonely, with no one to
satisfy his basic needs and provide for his well-being. Nevertheless, his
experience in Guadalajara as an adolescent was as hard as anything in
the village, and shaped even more his manera de ser (way of being):

I stayed overnight in the yard sleeping like a small dog wrapped in newspaper,
and that stays in one’s memory. This is what is hard, the heart shuts, this is what
happens. Other people are not able to understand that if someone who is hungry
and in great need asks you for help, you do not see him because you went
through the same type of experiences and nobody helped you, so you do not
help others. So one tries to hold a straight life and does not admit mistakes.

The case of Domingo reveals a difficult area of inquiry: the use of
language that is metaphorical and strategic, allowing him “tomove from
the abstract and inchoate of lived experience to the concrete and easily
graspable” (Low 1994: 143). In other words, what is the relation be-
tween metaphorical language and “messy” experience? Recurrent dia-
logues with Domingo taught me that unspeakable suffering often results
in, to use his phrase, a “shutting of the heart”: a condition of closure
imposed by the urban space on the human body. Through recounting
a bodily experience shaped by the urban encounter, Domingo is com-
municating an evaluation of relations, and set of emotions, that shapes
particular actions. As discussed in the introduction, emotions, moral
evaluations, and reason integrate in everyday life, and this integration is
fundamental to understanding the process of self-formation in social
relations.
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Domingo has long suffered from diabetes and nearly had to undergo
a foot amputation (see Chapter 4). I noticed, however, that many times
when visitors asked about his health, he would reply that he himself was
well, but that his foot “was bad.” He had endless discussions with his
wife, who wants to reduce his sugar intake, and he would become quite
angry when she tried to do that, convincing her, most of the time, to
give up her fight. I noticed that the distance he perceived between “him-
self” and part of his body was a way to omit pain from his narrative in
his relation to others—a “shutting off” that recalls his earlier experience.

Coming to the city and having to find some way to survive can also,
however, help a person to learn about the world and assimilate experi-
ences. As Domingo said, “In the village people do not analyze much
because they do not know very much, and if they do not know, they
start to fall behind once, twice. But in the city one learns to catalogue
people by the simple fact of looking at them.” Bodily experiences and
memories of feelings thus shape perceptions of the city. Domingo’s ex-
perience is a case of ontological insecurity in which the framework of
basic trust in others has been weakened, and anxiety increased (Giddens
1991b: 46). For Domingo, reference points in his life—fundamental to
his key experiences and expressed in his self-narrative—have been shaken
by coming to the city. In such cases, the construction of a narrative of
the self is fundamental to forming a sense of that self (Taylor 1989: 47).
However, the city also brought Domingo in contact with multiple
worlds: he knows people of different classes and status, and has broad-
ened his perspective through the CEBs. But the experience of the city
has also re-created the sense of fragmentation and isolation that he ex-
perienced early on in life. These two aspects represent layers of his nar-
rative: one a memory of expansion, new connections, and exploration
of human relations, the other—mentioned much later and with reluc-
tance—related to feelings and experiences of body, closure, pain, and
fragmentation. It is in the nature of these passages, in the memory of
loss, that we are given a glimpse of how a life history becomes a life
strategy. Migration to the city may be an experience of taxonomic and
consciousness expansion, but it may also become, for the same actor, a
memory of bodily and emotional disjunction.

The experiences of Maximiliano and Domingo indicate that prisms
of belonging emerge out of tensions between conscious and uncon-
scious sources, and from a desire to deny places of origin their distinctive
force and the legacy they can offer individual histories. Experience of
the city can also inhibit self-empowerment because it confronts a person
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with the limitations of urban life. In the rancho, many people did not
feel the sense of powerlessness they experienced after moving to Gua-
dalajara. By virtue of being oriented toward a self-sufficient economy,
life in the rancho could often provide for basic needs, but once migrants
came to the city, they usually needed to find wage work to satisfy their
families’ basic needs. Cyclical labor rhythms, then, have been trans-
formed into daily wage labor and dependence on the market.

One testimonial of this labor change was offered by Eleonora, who
in the late 1960s, at the age of thirteen, moved to Guadalajara from a
rancho in Michoacán. After a series of various jobs she found work in
a maquiladora that produces electronic equipment, forcing her to leave
much of the housework to her daughter living at home. Because her
father killed someone in a so-called honor dispute, the family was forced
to flee the rancho. Eleonora has often felt overwhelmed by the subse-
quent changes in her life and has had to struggle to find her way
through:

You leave the village because people throw you out, because people are very
united, so if you have done something . . . you cannot stay there any more. . . .
When I arrived in the city, I was sad to have to buy small amounts of food every
day because there was no money. In my house, in the rancho we had more than
enough. The world closed for me and that made me sad. Life in the rancho is
nice because one has all that one needs.

Her experience of “flexibility of the market”—the result of changing
jobs more than once—in an internationalizing economy of the Guada-
lajara region and the insecurity of the workplace is interpreted as the
harshness of the urban space and problematized as a family history. Her
story appears to me as a reading of the political economy through a
language of honor and shame. Moreover, since time and space are char-
acterized by given modes of production, the globalizing economy—
experienced as highly structured factory work—requires a reconstruc-
tion of the local and a deferred fulfillment of desire in the present urban
condition.

The experience of coming to the town can also be an experience of
self-reflexivity, a perception of one’s own self, that was not present in
the countryside. According to Doña Marisol, Domingo’s wife, “There
is more spiritual tranquility. What needs to be done is done with plea-
sure, and it is not felt to be difficult. But the happiness in the rancho is
a dumb happiness. . . . One lives day by day, in God’s will, without
ideals. I did not think there. . . . There one is not oneself.”
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Rural life is thus portrayed as a place where things are hard, but where
there is little feeling of sadness; sadness arises with growing self-
awareness and a perception of the contrasts between different possible
ways of being. In Doña Marisol’s experience and narrative of the self,
intersubjectivity existed prior to subjectivity, and this supports the view
that “discovering the ‘other’ in an emotional and cognitive way is of key
importance in the initial development of self-awareness as such” (Gid-
dens 1991a: 51). Moreover, it indicates again that urban migration is
linked to self-awareness and a redefinition of the boundaries of the self.
Doña Marisol, a very intelligent woman in her early seventies, has also
been involved in the CEBs, as well as in the grupo de salud (see Chapter
4), so her experiences of social and religious mobilization in the city are
also part of these changes in self-awareness and boundaries of the self.

Representations of places of origin, then, are shaped by experiences
in the city in many ways, with places of origin tending to become part
of a “fixed” and contrasting temporal past. Recalling the past in a di-
mension “beyond time” is to use the past as a resource to legitimize the
present and turn it from an unknown into a familiar form (Cohen 1985:
99). For people in Polanco, the familiar form of the present is not the
result of a linear progression from the past, but is more a composite
form of gain and loss, of awareness, and of continuity with, and op-
position to, the past. It is an emergence of identity. Modernist and
reductionist approaches that rest on a contrast between backwardness
and progress underestimate how social and physical experiences in the
city create a body of knowledge at cognitive and affective levels that
shapes representations of past and present, as well as lead to acquisition
or loss of personal and family empowerment. To understand this process
of self-identity further, it is necessary to illustrate what it means for some
people “to be” from a certain place.

“Soy de rancho”: (I am from the ranch)
Expressions of ranchero culture originated in western Mexico and were
presented in famous literary productions and in the traditional music of
the Mariachis. These have become stereotypical symbols of “Mexican-
ness” (both within and outside Mexico).17 Distinctive elements of ran-
chero identity thus belong to wider regional and national scenarios. In
the colonia of Polanco, however, people use notions of el rancho to
express varied and contrasting qualities of human interaction, and to
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represent either a sense of common roots in contrast to the fragmenta-
tion of the city, or a negative distinctiveness in contrast to the homo-
geneity of urban life.

Ranchero life centered on the breeding of animals, subsistence agri-
culture, and handcraft production in scattered settlements, with a strong
form of family organization (González 1979). The fundamental traits of
rancheros trace back to Spanish colonial times rather than indigenous
origins; in the stratified ranchero society, private ownership of land is
privileged over communal ownership, and isolation and competition are
emphasized (Barragán López 1990). Social stratification favors the for-
mation of political oligarchy as well as intense rivalries and frequent
antagonism, and the nuclear family is the primary unit of social orga-
nization, with virilocal residence and family principles based on tradi-
tional Catholic values. Within the family, males are considered superior
to women, relationships imply love and respect, and male siblings share
equally in inheritance (De la Peña 1984).

These ranchero characteristics have been challenged by closer contact
with urban populations and changes in the livestock industry. But ac-
cording to González (1979: 107), during the latter part of the nineteenth
century the rancheros who lived in the area around San Juan de Gracia
(in Michoacán, south of Lake Chapala) “had a poor but not sad life.
Their ideal was the simple man. Sweat, strength, braveness and astute-
ness were regarded as worthy qualities. Physical strength, agility, ability
to horse ride, and audacity were the worthiest qualities: in other words
what embodied primitive life.”

Many rancheros now decide to leave their land because they feel iso-
lated and lack the services that would allow them to develop a viable
trade in cattle and farming products (Barragán López 1990). Some who
have migrated seasonally to the United States and have successfully
raised money to invest in breeding activities have instead acquired new
land and turned their ranchos into small haciendas—a larger piece of
land used for farming and breeding. They are now often better off than
people in the villages, who describe them as hard workers but also as
behaving roughly, especially toward women.

“Soy de rancho” now refers to specific socioeconomic factors and
identifies not only a place of origin but also a particular way of con-
ducting oneself in relationships. People in Polanco use expressions such
as “no soy ranchero” (I am not from the rancho) or “te dejaron como
novia de rancho” (you have been left as a girlfriend of the rancho), both
of which have negative connotations. The former implies a rejection of
shyness or feeling out of place, while the latter refers to a person left
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waiting for someone who fails to show up, or more generally to some-
one who has been let down.

El Murillo offers a good example of life in the rancherı́a, which is a
cluster of campesino houses originally developed around a hacienda, on
which the campesinos would have been employed. When haciendas
were replaced by ejido land tenancy, these clusters survived as small
settlements (Pérez Martinez 1993: 14). A rancho is an even smaller and
more isolated settlement. The rancherı́a, still smaller than a pueblo, often
has no permanent community infrastructure such as schools and health
community services.

El Murillo, which is north of Ameca, in the eastern part of Jalisco, is
composed of forty-two houses spread around a bushy hill, and its in-
habitants are, to a greater or lesser extent, related by kinship.18 There
are striking contrasts between the colors and materials of the houses—
which make them blend in with the surrounding vegetation—and the
massive courtyard antennas next to water wells dug by hand. The large
courtyards are also where small animals are raised, and much of daily
life takes place outdoors. Houses are often left unpainted inside. Men
cultivate sugar and breed animals, while women get up before dawn to
prepare tortillas, wash floors, sweep the courtyard, feed animals, fetch
water, and wash clothes. When women rest, they meet to embroider,
while men get together to drink and smoke. Women almost always wear
a mandil (apron), taking it off only when they go to Ameca. Indoors
the houses are neat and simple. In the bedroom there are many religious
images on the walls, colorful embroidery, and dolls and small souvenirs.
The bedroom’s orderliness and the care with which things are kept make
it appear like a small shrine. The bedroom, in contrast to the colonia in
the city, where lack of space is greater and children are messy indoors,
is not a viable space during the day: life takes place outdoors.

Young people who live in rancherı́as find them boring and complain
about having to go to Ameca to enjoy themselves. However, for people
like Chuita and Maru, the daughters of Doña Clara (mentioned earlier)
who live in Polanco, the rancho is associated with the beauty of nature,
natural food, and a much more soothing rhythm of life. Chuita noticed
that on the rancherı́a, “La familia es muy fuerte, pero cada quien quiere
jalar para su lado” (the family is strong, but everyone wants to have his
own way). Family conflicts are common, and younger people sometimes
find it difficult to understand and justify such disputes, in part because
their experience of Guadalajara has made them more flexible and open
to change.

Adults often dream of going back to the rancherı́a and retiring there,
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but younger people see it more as a place to spend vacation. For those
who have grown up in the city, the division between work and leisure
seems stronger than for their parents who have lived in the rancho.
Young people often seek entertainment outside of home, while their
parents’ major entertainment (together with satellite television) tends to
be associated with the celebration of religious festivities and life-cycle
rituals: they are diversions which relate to a space of reproduction of
kinship relations. The annual celebrations of the local patron saint, as in
the rancherı́a of El Murillo, are rituals that create a social and family
memory, and make group remembering possible (Connerton 1989: 39).
The reenactment of communal memory in such socio-religious events
develops both cognitive and affective memory, a memory renewed by
the emergence of different social networks, such as those between the
migrants who have left (especially for the United States) and those who
have stayed (Massey 1987).

“Soy ranchero” is also identified with an inability to communicate,
because rancheros are perceived as people who speak and behave differ-
ently than people brought up in the city. The case of Don Jesús Ortega
illustrates the point. Born on a small rancho in Michoacán on the border
with Jalisco and now in his seventies, he moved to Polanco thirty years
ago because he did not like working the land. When he settled in the
colonia, he started a successful shop on the main street selling electrical
appliances, and his family is now well-off by Polanco standards. He is
married with ten adult children, most of whom are professionals, and
he affirms that he loves his children very much but does not know any-
thing about their lives. He was brought up in the same way by his
parents; they taught him to do his work without disclosing his feelings
or daily plans. His wife is in charge of maintaining the family network,
but he does not talk much to her either. (Nevertheless, it was she who
held the marriage together when he used to drink a lot and spendmoney
on other women.) For Don Jesús it is as unnatural to talk about himself
and his activities as it is to ask about the activities of other family mem-
bers. Still, he says he understands the personal needs of his children
better than his wife does, and he respects their privacy to a greater ex-
tent; keeping to oneself is a common characteristic of people of the
rancho, but does not imply any less love for family.

Don Jesús has observed many changes since he left the rancho:

Life in the rancho is very different. People do not work so much as in the past.
There are machines. Now in half a day it is possible to sow what we used to
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sow in a month. . . . Now people dress better. In the past the differences were
very noticeable. People have changed mentally too. In the past, parents and the
priest kept people in fear, but now people are more aware.

In fact, “soy de rancho” meant, and still means, to hold to a strong
popular and traditional religiosity. God punishes and rewards, allowing
human action but also holding some responsibility for it: “I have faith
that God will forgive me for all the bad things I have done, because he
gave me the faculty to do so. Otherwise he would not have given me
the faculty to do those things. If it was not wanted, I would have not
done anything. If God does not allow, one cannot do it.”

Like many people from the rancho, Don Jesús believes that ultimately
human will cannot change divine destiny. His perception is that death
is felt as closer to life in the rancho than in the city because human power
is experienced as more subordinated to nature. After thirty years in Po-
lanco, he still wakes up at 5 a.m. and goes to sleep after dusk, and wears
the typical ranchero’s hat. When asked if he feels like he’s from Polanco,
he denies it. His restlessness, like that of other older people I came to
know well (including Doña Marisol), was expressed in various forms,
from jerkily getting up and going in and out of the house, to playing
with small wood carvings while talking and needing to get away from
crowded places. Restlessness seems to go hand in hand with feelings of
being confined in the urban space. Young people talk about older people
who have lived much of their life in the ranchos as physically restless, a
characteristic probably related to the fact that the rancho is a self-
sufficient economy. People there are used to the constant activity re-
quired to prepare and produce many of their necessities.

For people in Polanco, being from the rancho is associated with states
of culture and nature that contrast with those of the colonia. The rancho
is recalled as a more natural, emotional, and passionate place where
people are less sophisticated:

In the rancho people are different. They are more reserved and less intelligent.
If they heard news of a war coming, they would have a more emotional reaction.
When, for instance, there was the possibility of a war with the Cuba of Fidel
Castro, the people in the rancho locked themselves in, and when people of the
government came, they did not open their houses, thinking they were people
sent by Fidel. (Soledad, coordinator of the grupo de salud [see Chapters 4
and 6])

The rancho is a place where women were (and, in some cases, still
are) stolen away from their families and forced to marry. It is a place
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where people do not show affection, except between a mother and child,
and bodily distance, especially between father and children, is strongly
emphasized.19 Yet it is also associated with the element of culture,
whereas the colonia and the town are associated with the animal side of
human nature because they are places of violence and deprivation. The
rancho is also thought of as a place where social codes and the law of
honor are respected, and where the unpredictable and disruptive ele-
ments of human cohabitation (such as urban violence) are weaker.

All of these beliefs illustrate the contradictory nature of the prisms of
belonging: the diversification and shifting nature of the quality of space
as expressed and perceived by different actors. The experience and ap-
propriation of ranchero imagery, as well as its changes, in a colonia
popular have to be examined in light of the city’s changing dimensions.
Media communication, use of idiomatic language, and changing econ-
omies in rural and urban communities are some of the interrelated ele-
ments that reveal the often contradictory nature of the prisms of be-
longing. Likewise the rural, the urban, and the tensions between them
emerge as operative categories, rather than a priori classifications, that
through changing generational perspectives get inscribed into everyday
life formation.

“Soy de pueblo” (I am from the village)
In many respects, the perception that people in Polanco have about the
pueblo is similar to the idea of the rancho: it symbolizes certain qualities
of life that have been lost in the colonia. It represents a restful space
apart from the hard life of the city. However, at the same time the pueblo
represents conditions of economic hardship and social pressure to con-
form.

The expression “mi pueblo” does not always refer to a particular vil-
lage of origin but is a general term referring to place of origin. Many
people talk about their pueblos—which may by now be small towns—
but they rarely go back, and their memories often arouse nostalgia and
a strong sense of being from there rather than the city. Nostalgia is a
state of mind that relates to both public and subjective experiences of
time, and this state of mind is experienced as a feeling of dissatisfaction
with the present and a lack of belief in so-called progress (Chase and
Shaw 1989). People also feel nostalgia because they lack faith in any
future utopia: in Polanco, belief in the utopia proposed by the CEBs
has been abating, while churches such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, or espe-
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cially movements such as that of the Catholic charismatics, have become
more popular (De la Torre 1998). Nostalgia seems more common in
older people who have not been involved in movements that propose
some form of collective utopia; in contrast, younger people often appear
joyful in describing their perceptions of the village of origin.

One reason that people born in Guadalajara like to go back to the
pueblo of their parents is that social exchanges between sexes is easier
there. The physical layout of pueblos facilitates socializing because there
is always a center square where young people meet and where couples
take their weekend strolls. In many villages, such as in San Cristóbal of
Lake Chapala or Totatiche in the region of Los Altos de Jalisco, during
weekends groups of girls walk arm in arm, circling the square. While
they go in one direction, the boys walk in the opposite one, and a ritual
exchange of looks and smiles takes place without anyone actually talking.
A boy may throw flowers or sweets at a girl to show his interest, and
she can then either ignore him or react to his bid for her attention.
Although this traditional courtship still goes on in the pueblos, the city
has no safe central, public space for such interactions.

While the pueblo is perceived as a safer place, the colonia is perceived
by parents as a dangerous place to let girls walk around and display
themselves to boys. Many parents would like their daughters to marry
somebody from their village, believing that a person’s origin guarantees
many of his qualities. People from one’s own village are respected as
having specific traits that are often alien to those in nearby villages,
particularism being, as González suggests, a strong component in the
identidad pueblerina (González 1979). So, just as the ranchos are per-
ceived as places of hard work and family conflicts, the pueblos are seen
as joyful places offering respite from the city, where “la gente es muy
fiestera” (people like to have parties). Bandas and conjuntos (different
types of musical groups) play for weddings, confirmations, quinceañeras
(girls’ fifteenth birthday celebrations, discussed in Chapter 5), and reli-
gious festivities held for migrants to the north who come back to visit.
In the pueblo, the potentially disruptive anonymous element of the city
gives way to a feeling of familiarity with the land, the people, and their
way of life. People in a pueblo greet one another in the street, and there
is a sense of respect for strangers; in the colonia, elders who have come
from the rancho or the pueblo still do not address an unfamiliar person
as tú but instead use the polite form, usted. A sense of respect and hi-
erarchy is associated with a way of relating to people in the pueblo, and
rules of acceptable behavior appear to be stricter.

The village of San Cristóbal, where Don Domingo was born, is on
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the edge of Lake Chapala and has become a major resort for rich tapatios
(those from Guadalajara) and retired North Americans. Still, because
the village is on the less developed side of the lake, many people leave
to seek work in Guadalajara, and some have migrated to the United
States.

Although San Cristóbal is considered backward by people in sur-
rounding villages (as well as by the local priest), many former residents
who now live in Guadalajara miss the peace, security, and friendliness
of the village. The village’s reputation for backwardness is linked in part
to its indigenous roots.20 Also, the people in San Cristóbal are not very
concerned with improving their standard of living; in fact, those who
have set up the most prosperous businesses have come from other vil-
lages. In San Cristóbal, young people go to work in Guadalajara, either
commuting daily or spending the week there and returning home for
the weekend.

Ana, Don Domingo’s niece, has been training in a nursing school in
Guadalajara and is largely self-supporting. She had to fight with her
father to be allowed to go to school, because he wanted her to find a
husband and stay at home in the village. In her first years at school, she
felt different from her classmates; she was shy and reserved, had a dif-
ferent look, and was innocently trusting. Now, however, Ana feels out
of place in San Cristóbal: she is twenty-six, does not have a boyfriend,
and feels that “me estoy quedando” (literally, “I have been left behind,”
meaning nobody will marry her). Her experience in the city has changed
her way of looking at men: she realizes that many men do not have
honorable intentions, and she now perceives them in a different way
than she did when she lived in the village.

Ana’s experience could be read as similar to that of Maximiliano, but
her gender position is different. Her “cataloging” arises from her sense
of being left behind and from a place of partial discomfort. When Ana
is back in the pueblo, she is confronted with her family’s poor economic
situation and the lack of progress in constructing their house. Her blame
is implicitly directed against her mother, who is not a good “saver” in
comparison to her sister-in-law, who lives next door and is excellent at
saving and generating income. Her perception is that her family “has
not made it,” and she feels embarrassed to show her poor household to
friends who come from Guadalajara. Ana sees the pueblo as a place
where life is calmer, where things are known, and where she too is
known, but where people check on their neighbors constantly. Since she
has been living in the city, the village has become associated with pres-
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sure toward conformity and visibility of her family’s failure. In the vil-
lage, those who are different must deal with social isolation and (in the
case of a Domingo freemason cousin) the allocation of religious blame.

Ana’s experience of the relationship between rural and urban expe-
riences is shared by many in Polanco who were brought up in the
pueblo. They feel a sense of security and easiness in the pueblo, but at
the same time they perceive greater social control, and contradictory
images of the village as a place of love and hate crop up frequently. The
pueblo, then, is a place for encountering one’s self, a place to rest—as
is the rancho—but it is also a place that has driven families away and is
a source of separations and crises. Perceptions and experiences of space
and places thus are shaped by gender positions and positions of subal-
ternity. However, subjects are often engaged in shaping opportunities
to redefine their relationships to space and particular spaces.

Some of these redefinitions emerge in the ethnographic encounter,
in the narration of both life histories that unfold as life strategies, and
the difficulties that arise in holding different, often antithetical images
of oneself while occupying distinct and coexisting places. My ethno-
graphic experience with people in Polanco, especially in light of my own
experience as an Italian migrant to Britain, is about a mutual acknowl-
edgement and recognition (often partial or tentative) of the uneasiness
and persistence of these constant redefinitions.

Prisms of Belonging and Localism
The tensions between urban and rural emerge as operative categories
and embodied experiences that are continuously reinscribed in urban
everyday life formation. Media communication, rites of passage (dis-
cussed in Chapter 5), and the use of language highlight the contradictory
as well as the performative nature of prisms of belonging. In a way,
then, prisms of belonging articulate a process of localism.

James Ferguson (1999) has discussed localism as an urban style that
signifies micro-political attachments to rural allies. Ferguson analyzes
the condition of contemporary decline of the modernity project in Zam-
bia, related to the decline of the Copperbelt mining towns in the north
of the country. Through this ethnography he argues that localism and
cosmopolitanism are both urban styles of performance of difference,
rather than beliefs of a particular age or class or group, and that these
styles inscribe distinctions in social relations through the use of specific
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clothes, ways of talking or drinking, and listening to music. Localism in
its positive attribution is about the achievement of a stylistic compe-
tence, but in the case of cosmopolitan style (a display of the mastery of
a worldly cultural element, such as elements of American street fashion
and fashionable garments), the distinction can easily cross over to a
dangerous condition of excess, especially for women. Therefore, both
localisms and cosmopolitanism are about the insertion of a hierarchy
between the displayers (or consumers) of a cultural style and the wit-
nesses of that display, and about the reproduction of particular social
ties for economic and social capital.

Localism, in my view, is rightly related to cultural styles of display
and communication, and is about the inscription of difference in social
and gender relations; however, prisms of belonging capture another area
of localism that concerns the embodiment of experience and the reading
of internalization and externalization of operative categories in the mi-
gration process via particular life histories and life strategies. A focus of
identity within a theory of performing subjects should not ignore the
complexity of the phenomenological experience that informs that same
performance. Prisms of belonging also try to capture the self that is
revealed. Thus localism in a condition of migration needs to be further
explored via the production and appropriation of prisms of belonging
to reveal subtle ways in which self-consciousness and interpretation con-
nect processes of cultural display, performance, and mastery to the em-
bodiment of experience.

Through the concept of prisms of belonging, I have argued that a
phenomenological account of expansion or contraction of knowledge
and operative category of experience are important to understanding the
process of urban/rural identity. As illustrated in this chapter, the colonia
and the city are perceived as known or unknown spaces, while repre-
senting in the life of the people a possibility of self-empowerment, self-
reflection, or loss of power over the course of one’s life. Those realities
and possibilities can also be read as an expression of what Lomnitz-Adler
calls “intimate cultures” in an urban space: cultures which do not cor-
respond to reified bounded groups, but are formed through links of
cultural understanding (Lomnitz-Adler 1992: 33) while producing or re-
producing hegemonic relations.

The rancho and the pueblo represent spaces that allow people op-
portunities for finding themselves and overcoming a sense of separation.
At the same time, they can represent an inability to know about the
world and people’s actions in it. There is pride (in the sense of integrity
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and value) as well as shame (in the sense of a failure to live up to an
urban image of the self, as in the case of Ana) in being from the rancho
or the pueblo. The pride related to the rancho and pueblo is connected
to their symbolic lack of change over time, while pride in Polanco is
associated with its capacity for change. In fact, residents now believe
Polanco is becoming a safer place, with less violence and fewer trouble-
makers than in the past.

Belonging to a particular household, neighborhood, village, or ran-
cho is fundamental to how people perceive those places. In this sense,
time, space, and memory are interwoven in prisms of belonging because
the tradition of the past can be re-created and transformed in the urban
present. In fact, narratives concerning symbolic representations of space
and belonging contain multiple and coexisting images of the urban and
the rural. The different images and experiences that people embrace of
city, colonia, pueblo, and rancho, and their changes over time, raise the
issue as to whether individual voices may represent a communal identity.

While recalling a communitarian self school of thought, which seeks
identity in the tension between individual and society, I could argue
that the formation of a community’s identity is a relational process that
takes place through the experience of its borders, and that the experience
and awareness of borders through confrontation with the other shapes
that identity. However, on one hand, community identity is not equiv-
alent to communal identity: conformity cannot be mistaken for unifor-
mity (Cohen 1993b: 208). So the voices of the various actors narrated
in this chapter reveal different ways of imagining and representing the
past, both rural and urban; they cannot be taken as homogenous rep-
resentations, but are instead “interpretative resources” (Cohen 1993b),
even though cross-generational perspectives and experiences consis-
tently challenge and inscribe those tensions in everyday life formation.

On the other hand, though, as discussed in the following chapters,
as interpretative resources produce representations, they are often con-
tested, in some cases withheld, or claimed as authentic in others. And
this process not only creates differentiation in social relations and among
social groups, but, as discussed in Chapter 6, it produces differentiation
within the same gender subject.

Moreover, it becomes clear how locality unfolds at the level of lived
and embodied experience. The flexibility and insecurity of the labormar-
ket and the changing media images of a neighborhood are articulated
in the prisms of belonging—in a language of perceptions, emotions,
and representations that may be made visible or kept invisible. Personal
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idiosyncratic experiences are not determined by, but shape the hetero-
geneity of, and co-arise with, collective representations, but the embod-
iment of these collective representations in everyday practice are also
sites of differentiation of social relations. Thus prisms of belonging also
reveal processes of self-consciousness that seem to arise, particularly,
through moments of ontological insecurity, confrontation and negoti-
ation with different others, and with an other within oneself.



69

chapter 3

Religious Discourses and the
Politics of Modernity

Aun falta más. La visión de Dios. La luz suave de su cielo infinito.
El gozo de los querubines y el canto de los serafines. La alegrı́a de
los ojos de Dios, última y fugaz visión de los condenados a la
pena eterna. Y no sólo eso, sino todo conjugado con un dolor terrenal.

But there is more. The vision of God. The soft light of his
infinite sky. The rejoicing of the cherubims and the singing of
the seraphims. The joy of the eyes of God—the last and
fleeting vision of those who are condemned to eternal suffering.
And this is not all, but it is married to earthly pain.

Juan Rulfo, Pedro Páramo

This chapter continues to focus on self-consciousness, representations,
and embodiment of migrant and urbanization experiences via a close
examination of the micro-politics of negotiation of knowledge that cre-
ates axes of belonging, affiliation, inclusion, and exclusion. I analyze here
the ways in which the Catholic Church is represented in terms of meta-
phors of “new” and “traditional” by lay members and the clergy, and
how the creation of a “popular subject” (as its empowerment via the
experience of community organization within popular religion [Levine
1992, 1993a]) is part of a narrative of identity.1

The analysis is centered both on the grassroot movement of the Co-
munidades Eclesiales de Base and on traditional Catholic groups. The
CEBs are devoted to biblical interpretation organized at the street level,
based on residential vicinity and local knowledge, and are inspired by
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principles of liberation theology.2 They are the praxis of this theology,
and therefore—like any form of implementation of theological and the-
oretical principles—they have multiple forms of expression that may not
always coincide with the radical theological message. The Company of
Jesus, a Jesuit order, also has played a central role both in this theological
formulation and its implementation through the Comunidades.3

Although it is true that the new Church—the Comunidades—in-
duces changes in matters of personal responsibility in one’s own life and
the life of the community, through the analysis of the activities of some
Jesuits and Diocesan priests I draw parallels and note similarities be-
tween the new and the traditional Church. I also explore emergent and
residual formations that unveil the tensions of modernity in Catholic
evangelization. On one hand, there is a clear emergent formation related
to the process of modernity and citizenship: the Comunidades have been
engaged in a project of transformation of believers into social (empow-
ered) subjects and citizenship. On the other is the traditional Mexican
Catholic Church, which has historically defined itself (since the revolu-
tion and its liberal, French Revolution-inspired egalitarian ideals)
through an anti-state posture. In fact, the activism of the Comunidades,
as that of other religious movements, has to be understood within the
wider context of coexisting discourses internal to the Catholic Church.4

In the Comunidades’ activities there is a subtle hierarchical control
and distribution of knowledge between clerical agents, promotores (or-
ganizers/activists), and members. This suggests that a progressive social
movement can actually be composed of subtle forms of conservative
tendencies and residual formations. In this respect the line between
emergent and residual formation becomes blurred. A vernacular mo-
dernity is composed of both emergent and residual forces, an open-
ended negotiation of capacities for the production of similarities and
differences, but what is interesting is how those tendencies are confi-
gured and how they mutually interact. This chapter is a micro-political
examination of these configurations.

In a Catholic religious terrain that articulates a politics of modernity
as well as of anti-modernity,5 processes of identity and belonging emerge
through overlapping discourses and conditions of tension, negotiation,
and negation. Conflicting attributions of authenticity and representa-
tiveness are ways to understand the processual experience of identity.
The heterogeneity and the competition not only between Catholic and
Protestant evangelical movements (Burdick 1993), but also within the
Catholic Church itself, give important insights into identity formation
and the construction of knowledge. The new and the traditional prac-
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tices of evangelization within the Mexican Catholic Church represent
different fields of religious identities insofar as they postulate different
relations and balances of power between clergy, lay, and divine agents
as well as notions of change and religious commitment. Those practices
of evangelization have legacies in partly different constructions of per-
sonhood: on one hand, a project of social accountability and striving
for social entitlements, and on the other, a religious practice based on a
close parallel between a father/child and divine/human agencies rela-
tionship, and a focus on sensory religious experience.

New and Traditional Priesthoods
In order to discuss the tensions of modernity embraced in the negoti-
ation between the new and traditional churches, and to highlight their
different types of evangelization, I first examine the life histories of two
Diocesan priests: Padre Nemo (who was in charge of the Parish of the
Anunciación until 1997) and his predecessor, Padre Francisco, because
their personalities, orientations, and actions explicitly embody these two
tendencies within the Catholic Church. The two priests differ in many
respects, but they also share a position of exclusivity. The experiences
of Padre Nemo and Padre Francisco in the Parish of the Anunciación
raise issues about identity in the religious community in Polanco, and
highlight tensions and the convergence between the experience of the
Comunidades and traditional groups.

Before introducing some of the dynamics of these processes, I want
to briefly outline the appearance of the two parishes to give a pictorial
feeling to the histories of lay participation and clerical action in Polanco.
Santa Magdalena is a large church at the east end of the colonia. It looks
finished and decorated, and it has a large annex at the back where dif-
ferent activities take place: catechism, choral singing, theatrical produc-
tions (there is a theater that was once used by the Jesuits for meetings
of the popular movement), and youth group meetings. The two priests
in charge were the main priest, Padre Rodolfo, and an assistant priest,
Padre Jorge. Padre Rodolfo is a very clever man from a middle-class
background. His style of religious leadership differs from that of his
predecessors in that he supports the Comunidades but wants to avoid
confrontation with the religious hierarchy of Guadalajara. He has
changed the political orientation of the parish, which was once similar
to that of the Jesuits.

The Church of the Anunciación, in contrast to Santa Magdalena, is
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hidden from view. In the late 1980s, access was via a side street and
through a gate that looks like one of the doors of Polanco’s many work-
shops. The Anunciación was originally a dependent chapel of Santa
Magdalena but gained recognition as a separate church in 1988. Con-
struction started in the early 1980s, but as of the early 1990s there was
still much to be done. During my last visit in 1999 the church’s main
body had been completed, including a large wall-panel sculpture of the
Stations of the Cross by the local young artist Alfredo López (which
had became a debated media case in Guadalajara for its representation
of a completely naked Christ).

During the period of intense social mobilization in Polanco (the late
1970s to late 1980s), more than sixty adult and twenty youth groups of
Comunidades met once a week, coordinated by Jesuits who worked
actively in the parish of Santa Magdalena. The Jesuits, rather than the
clergy of Santa Magdalena, were the organizers of the Comunidades.
By the mid-1990s the situation was different. The Comunidades were
present in both parishes and organized by the parish priests, following a
common plan ordained at the level of the diocese. By then some of the
people involved in the Comunidades associated with the Church of
the Anunciación were different from those who had participated when
the Jesuits were actively involved.

Padre Nemo arrived at the Parish of the Anunciación in March 1988.
He was assigned to Polanco by Cardinal Posada Ocampo,6 who knew
that Polanco had already reached its peak in the grassroot organization
of the new Church movement. The cardinal thought that once Padre
Nemo arrived, he would probably find it difficult to organize the Co-
munidades and their movement during the mobilization’s contraction
in the neighborhood.

Padre Nemo came from a poor farming and woodworking family in
Cocula, Jalisco. He entered the seminary when he was fourteen and felt
he was entering a big family: “Since I was a child, I’ve realized that the
life of the priest could be oriented toward the pueblo. . . . There was
much missing in my pueblo. There was lack of services. It was like an
abandoned pueblo.”

The stress on solidarity with the campesinos is a constant theme in
Padre Nemo’s account. He portrays them as the good and exploited
people, in contrast to the rich, “those of the government.” Padre
Nemo’s ideal vision of religious hierarchy is one of service, not of
power. In his view, the Comunidades are not a movement of the
Church; they are the Church in movement. The Comunidades are not
only a way of organizing social and religious life: they are a way of
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being. The Comunidades are portrayed in his words as an “innate”
property of social, spiritual, and religious beings. He offers two expla-
nations for why the Comunidades are in crisis in Polanco: the hostile
attitude of the former priest, Padre Francisco, toward the Comunida-
des, and the rising interest in the charismatic movement, which used
to hold regular meetings in the parish before the arrival of Padre
Nemo, neither of which implies any self-criticism of how he has or-
ganized the Comunidades in Polanco.

Padre Nemo, like the Jesuits, believes that the Comunidades are the
model for all the other movements within the Church, to the extent that
the solid establishment of the Comunidades in the parish is seen as prior
to any development of evangelization groups. However, he sees the
other movements as potential threats to the Comunidades given the
hostile period the Comunidades underwent during Padre Francisco’s
time. Padre Francisco openly supported these traditional groups, while
for Padre Nemo, the fact that some people simultaneously belong to the
Comunidades and these groups is explained by the Comunidades’ em-
bryonic state. He realizes that in Polanco the Comunidades are not yet
able to fulfill the need for mysticism and prayer (which infuse many
practices of the traditional Catholic Church), but his language reveals
how Comunidades tend to associate a traditional type of religiosity with
the superstitious, fatalistic view of religion, in contrast to a “true” reli-
gion grounded in consciousness and social action. This raises crucial
issues within the Comunidades of how to integrate popular religion and
transform it from “manipulated consciousness and ritual distraction”
(Lehmann 1990: 128) into a true language of the people at the grassroot
level.

Padre Nemo acknowledges that there is a dependency on clerical
agents for the organization and maintenance of the Comunidades. This
has been noticed as one of the major problems in the Comunidades’
practice (Levine 1993a: 179). Also, parishioners complain that Padre
Nemo does not visit people in their homes and that he is never actually
in the church because he is constantly attending meetings outside the
parish. Some parishioners also express disapproval that Padre Nemo had
not been putting enough effort into the construction of the church,
something Padre Francisco is remembered as having been very inter-
ested in.

Padre Francisco was born in Guadalajara and grew up in a large
lower-middle-class family (a higher socioeconomic level than that of
Padre Nemo’s family). He was in Polanco from 1980 to 1988, and he
was drawn to clerical life by contact with Salesian priests and “the ne-



74 RELIGIOUS DISCOURSES, POLITICS OF MODERNITY

cessity for something transcendental—because life is short—and to have
a long-lasting plan in life . . . and the necessity to be in a place where
one is needed.”

During his time in Polanco, Padre Francisco focused much of his
effort on church construction, and after mass he would stand at the door
and ask for charitable donations to further that cause. At that time the
church was the center of activities, but after he left, some parishioners
not inclined to the work of the Comunidades noted the emptiness of
the building.

Padre Francisco argues that construction of the church created a sense
of unity. He had a good relationship with Cardinal Posada, although
he did not get along with the Jesuits. Later, when Padre Nemo arrived,
the group that had collaborated closely with Padre Francisco drastically
decreased its participation in parish activities and never really joined the
work of the Comunidades.

Padre Francisco’s main critique of the Jesuits is that they wanted to
do everything in their own way: “It is like having a parish within another
parish. It is like having more than one head.” He argues that he is not
against el cambio (change), but that people in Polanco were not mature
enough for it. He defines Polanco as a poor neighborhood, composed
of people of the pueblos, a “noble and humble, less-problematic people.”
The problem for Padre Nemo, according to Padre Francisco, is that he
failed to understand this human nature fully:

One needs to go one step at a time. Padre Nemo does not realize how people
are. The people are from the countryside. They are humble, they do not know
about Nicaragua. Their problem is their child who is drug addicted. . . . Their
problem is in everyday life. They can just manage that. There is no need to
discuss this and that . . . so they can live quietly and at ease.

Padre Francisco’s attitude about people in colonias populares is cen-
tered on the necessities of everyday interaction, and on the narrow per-
spective these necessities impose on people’s lives. They can act only for,
and as part of the satisfaction of, their basic everyday needs, but not as
a conscious part of a wider socio-structural reality. However, Padre
Francisco is conscious of the differences between his conception of the
Church and the one held by the Comunidades and Padre Nemo. He is
aware of multiple religious identities focused on different balances be-
tween sacred/profane, and mystical/mundane, but for him, these ten-
sions within the Catholic Church seem to create confusion rather than
pluralism: “We, the priests, are responsible for inspiring different men-
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talities. . . . They [members of the Comunidades] are too concerned
with what is here and now, and we are said to be too concerned with
the hereafter.”

Both Padre Nemo’s and Padre Francisco’s visions of the Church
hinge upon a long-standing Catholic idea of the separation between the
flesh and the soul, the manifest versus the non-manifest, the mystical
versus the mundane. Nevertheless, while Padre Nemo seeks to bring
these elements together—challenging the Church’s hierarchical power
structure—Padre Francisco sees the maintenance of these divisions as a
core element of Church institutional reproduction.

Padre Francisco represents the “father”: the direct bridge between
laypersons and the religious hierarchy. The pyramidal hierarchy and the
notion of religious intermediaries are key points in this view.Moreover,
the priest personifies a conception of Church as a sacred physical space.
Padre Francisco’s preoccupation with finishing construction of the
church for the Parish of the Anunciación suggests that the physical
building is the heart of religious life and that it acts as a centripetal force
in bonding people together. Padre Nemo’s ideal, in contrast, rejects the
figure of the priest as being the supreme mediator between God and the
faithful. He believes priests should be there to counsel and to serve, but
not to pronounce authoritatively as to what is or is not authentic knowl-
edge. His goal is to transform a vertical Church based on hierarchy into
a horizontal Church of the people. The guiding principle of the Co-
munidades—exemplified by Padre Nemo’s action—is the need to move
away from the actual building to create a sacred space within the neigh-
borhood. The Church in this case becomes a “centrifugal” Church that
moves from the church building to the people, rather than bringing the
people to the church.

This metaphor of the movement of the Church is very important
within the Comunidades, and it embraces a theological statement. Elio,
one of the oldest coordinators in the Anunciación, worked for a long
time with the Jesuits but then stopped participating because of personal
disagreements. He later came back to work in the Comunidades formed
in the Anunciación. In one coordinators’ meeting, he said, “Those of
the traditional Church want to know God, but this is impossible. It is
only possible to encounter him in the service of others.” Elio suggests
that God cannot be known, only experienced. To “encounter” suggests
movement, so humans can approach God through movement, through
“action.” God is in the life of every person—in doing, not only in know-
ing—and the realm of God includes the process of building a liberated
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society, not just the end result (which is unknown) (Lehmann 1990:
126). Thus God must be approached through a third element outside
one’s own self; that is, through social experience. In the Comunidades,
God is conceived of in three-dimensional terms, and the devil (el diablo)
represents the denial of that three-dimensionality.

The conception of el diablo within the Comunidades is different than
that of the traditional Church. The devil is part of a discourse related to
human suffering and to the definition and boundaries of human and
non-human agents (Parkin 1985: 11, 12), and is part of both moral and
ontological language (Pocock 1985). In the case of the Comunidades,
the devil is associated with the other and is thought to be outside of the
community; the devil also is linked to notions of capitalist exploitation
and individualism versus brotherhood and solidarity, and to a form of
thinking: an attitude toward life based on egoism or selfishness.

In their rhetoric, both priests use the word “pueblo,” but with dif-
ferent and overlapping meanings. Padre Francisco refers to the pueblo
as a sum of those from different pueblos, or villages of origin. The
pueblo has childlike qualities: it is innocent, simple, and vulnerable, and
needs to be held by its hand. It is also close to nature. It represents other
people’s pasts, and all those elements are lost as people get closer to so-
called civilization. In this way evangelization is promoting a father/child
relationship. The pueblo may have a popular type of knowledge, but its
ignorance prevents it from improving its socioeconomic situation.

For Padre Nemo, the pueblo is more a structural category defined in
opposition to the ruling class that exploits it. Differences and idiosyn-
crasies between pueblos are blended into a single pueblo, with specific
local communities merging into a general brotherhood. The pueblo thus
becomes an agent in itself: it takes responsibilities, fights, responds, and
creates. But there is a tension between the idea of a composite pueblo
and that of pueblos as specific villages of origin. As discussed in the
previous chapter, being from the pueblo has contradictory meanings
that are positive, ambiguous, or negative depending on the contextual
moment of recall, and its representation is also used to create hierarchical
social relations. Hence there is a tension between a representation of
communality (el pueblo) and specificity of identity and origin (los pueb-
los) that resides at the root of the definition of a “popular subject” (Lev-
ine 1993a, 1985), and particular attention has to be paid to the language
and experiences through, and with which, the tension of a common
identity is constructed and diversity approached.

The pueblo that thus emerges has more heterogeneous tendencies
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than the religious agents which claim authenticity over it can convey.
One revealing incident took place in the Anunciación in the summer of
1991, when a conflict broke out between Padre Nemo and two coordi-
nators, Mauricio and Soledad. Mauricio is a construction worker who
came from Armerı́a, a village on the Colima coast, in 1988. He was called
to Polanco by the priest himself, and they worked in close collaboration,
both in constructing the church and promoting the Comunidades
group. As his influence over people and his charisma grew, some people
became envious, and he had confrontations with some of the coordi-
nators and the nuns. This group put pressure on Padre Nemo, who in
a meeting of the coordinators, confronted the situation and blamed
Mauricio and Soledad for following their own program and not that of
the parish. Since then, Mauricio and Soledad have not been allowed to
work in the parish, and have been prevented from participating in other
Comunidades activities organized in Guadalajara. This case was distress-
ing for many coordinators because they questioned how the will of a
few was used to isolate members of the same Comunidades group. As
a consequence of this internal confrontation, some of the coordinators
left for a period, and others for good. Other tensions then followed
between different lay leaders and activists, leading to a reconfiguration
of parish-related activities. “New blood” was involved in the process of
decision making, and “old blood” was peripheralized in the process.

When power conflicts arose, Padre Nemo used the notion of a parish
program and certain knowledge thatMauricio failed to respect: he could
not have his own program, and he could not be a producer of knowl-
edge. Some people complain that the priest and nuns often attend sem-
inars outside the parish, but then do not share that knowledge with
group members. Instead, they tend to keep it to themselves, and thus
they are the ones “who grow,” leaving the others behind. The issue in
the confrontation between Padre Nemo and Mauricio was, in fact, not
the program itself, but the balance of power between laypersons and
clergy, and among laypersons themselves, and tensions arose around
issues of authenticity and entitlement of the pueblo.

The two priests make another major distinction between their images
of the Church. The Comunidades’ attempts to challenge the traditional
relationship between Christ, God, and man are based on a strong divi-
sion between the sacred and profane, between heaven and hell. In the
Comunidades’ language, Christ is portrayed in his human (rather than
super-human) adult dimension,7 and the exaltation of his humanity in-
creases the spirituality of everyday human interaction. The evangeliza-



78 RELIGIOUS DISCOURSES, POLITICS OF MODERNITY

tion of the Comunidades encourages seeing the presence of Christ’s
spirit in social and interpersonal action, and experiencing sacredness in
daily life. In practice, however, social interaction is often seen in terms
of the dynamics of power within the social structure, while idiosyncra-
sies of interpersonal relations are often dismissed. For instance, expla-
nations for why people drop out of Comunidades are often given in
terms of individual traits (“por flojera . . . porque le gusta más la tele”
[because of laziness . . . because he/she prefers watching television]), but
interpersonal problems such as personality clashes are hardly ever men-
tioned as possible causes.

Many comments (half gossip, half commentaries supposedly made in
good faith, which I feel are best not documented here) have circulated
in Polanco concerning present and previous coordinators as well as the
Jesuits once posted in the colonia and the present and past archbishops.
Some rumors concerned the relation between the Diocesan priest, the
Carmelite nuns, and the Jesuits. But gossip and rumor are social acts
that strategize emotions, the enactment of which can be read as a dis-
cursive practice (Abu-Lughod and Lutz 1990: 12). Hence what is said
with distraction, or what is understated or revealed only in passing, is a
part of a social movement’s history and indicates that people may lose
interest or fail to mobilize not just because of “false consciousness” or
failures (Burdick 1995: 368), but also because of the powerful politics of
emotions.

In some cases, issues of authority, legitimization, and interpretation
of communality as consensus within the hierarchy are characteristic of
the relation between leaders and members of the Comunidades in Po-
lanco, even if many of its organizers would not openly recognize such
issues. There are, however, important differences between new and tra-
ditional Churches that rest on different boundaries between the sacred
and the profane in the interpretation of the Church as a community of
people expanding outward, or as a physical, centripetal space, and of the
pueblo as subject (agent) or object (a more passive recipient) of evan-
gelization. The narratives of the two priests show that there are differ-
ences between these tendencies of the Church, and that the new Church
can be a fertile field for empowering its members.

Tensions of Modernity
A number of important themes emerge from the stories of Padre Fran-
cisco and Padre Nemo that speak about the character of religious move-
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ments, the development of the Mexican Catholic Church, its evangeli-
zation, and the nature of modernity. The tension between the new and
traditional Churches as formulated in the language of the Comunidades
expresses the difficulties of combining, in practice, aspects of modernity
with critiques of modernity, both of which form the basis of liberation
theology. The Comunidades embrace a modernity that privileges the
development of the individual/believer partly as an active, freely choos-
ing agent, but they also embrace a critique of modernity, especially in
relation to critiques of capitalism and privatization of faith (Lehmann
1990; Lowy 1990). Thus the new Church’s ideal of redemption concerns
participatory democracy and citizen subjectivity, which is itself a project
of modernity.

It has been observed that tensions between the new and the tradi-
tional are already part of a bifocal language of modernity. A traditionalist
culture is still part of a modernist (socioeconomic) project (Garcı́a Can-
clini 1995) rather than its antithesis. Garcı́a Canclini argues that these
two dimensions have been conflated into a Mexican cultural hybridity
in such a way that both popular and traditional cultural processes are
not opposed, but are actually part of the reproduction of modernity.8

This reproduction of modernity takes place in language and via medi-
ations in language. Language and representations are central to under-
standing politics of modernity, and the religious field is one means of
its articulation.

The voices of the Comunidades were originally, and still are, medi-
ated by the voices of the Jesuits and diocesans. This very important
mediation has actually given a voice to a political-religious tendency of
social transformation. However, these mediations have also partially ne-
gated real, autonomous representation by laypersons. Hence I want to
draw the reader’s attention to the politics of representation, belonging,
and mediations while considering whether a grassroot social movement
reinstates a subordinate position or creates a “politics of the people”
(Guha 1988: 334)—an autonomous domain that escapes, in this case,
the translation of a religious/political elite. I can address this question
by turning, once again, to the emergent and residual formation of new
and traditional evangelization, and to tensions in the language of mo-
dernity.

Liberation theology and the Comunidades have not been the exclu-
sive grassroot experience in the whole of the archdioceses of Guadala-
jara. They have been central to popular mobilization in colonias of the
city where the Movimiento Urbano Popular (MUP) has taken root. I
wish to recall here the connection between urban popular mobilization
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for basic services and urban upgrading, and the development of Co-
munidades evangelization, especially during the period of this research
(late 1970s to late 1990s). There have also been, during and since, other
forms of Catholic and non-Catholic evangelization that have had, and
continue to have, a strong influence on the Guadalajara religious scene.

Fortuny has pointed out that secularization in Guadalajara appears
to be related to an increased religious pluralism (Fortuny Loret deMola
1999a). New Age religious groups, miscellaneous groups such as the
Mexicanidad (Rostas 1998), Eastern religious practices, and new relig-
ions (such as the Luz del Mundo; see De la Torre 1997) are emerging
along with a diversification and pluralization within the Catholic
Church. Charismatic groups such as Renovation of the Holy Spirit are
playing an increasingly important part in Guadalajara Catholic religious
activism (De la Torre 1998). An understanding of this complex religious
field, Fortuny argues, requires a focus on individual identification and
translation of religious beliefs into lifestyles (Fortuny Loret de Mola
1999a: 21).

Religious affiliation can be part of the construction of civil society
not only because of the influence of religious principles. The style in
which religious movements address social goals, and in which their
members embody theological worldviews in everyday practice, also in-
fluences society (Foweraker 1995). Studies of the dynamics of Catholic
religious affiliation in the Comunidades have already pointed out a “ro-
manticization” found in previous studies and have unveiled a hetero-
geneity in members’ practices and goals, as well as the maintenance of
an internal hierarchy (Levine 1985; Hewitt 1991; Burdick 1993; Drogus
1995). Thus a positive sense of empowerment and, therefore, of
agency—the capacity to act or have a potential for beneficial action—as
well as a sense of disempowerment can be created through affiliation
with the Comunidades (Hewitt 1991: 86; Levine 1992: 311, 313). The
contentious questions are still “for whom,” “in which ways,” and “in
what circumstances empowerment or disempowerment takes place.”
These questions address two interconnected areas: first, how sociorelig-
ious movements articulate boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, and
therefore a micropolitics of identity; second, how specific religious dis-
courses and prisms of belonging grounds the production and appropri-
ation of religious belonging and transfer of knowledge within, as well
as in the questioning of, a creation of a “popular subject” such as “el
pueblo.”
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Comunidades and Jesuits
The Mexican Church is not a homogenous body (Arias et al. 1981), and
translating into action the agenda set by the Puebla, Medellı́n, and Santo
Domingo conventions has been influenced by the structural relation
between the Church and the Mexican state. The conferences held by the
Congreso Episcopal Latino Americano (CELAM) in Medellı́n (1968),
Puebla (1979), and Santo Domingo (1992) marked a transformation of
the Latin American Catholic Church following the Vatican II Concilium
(1962–1965). The condemnation of institutional violence, the support of
education as a basis for progress among the underprivileged, the cen-
trality of opting for the poor, and the important roles of women, indig-
enous people, and ethnic minorities are some of the important issues
highlighted in those conferences. Needless to say, the conferences also
revealed internal divisions between revolutionary, traditionalist, and
progressive interpretations of such mandates.

Major divisions between traditional, radical, and progressive tenden-
cies within the Mexican Church, and in its relation with the state,9 are
also reflected in the evangelization efforts in colonias populares, as the
stories of Padre Nemo and Padre Francisco illustrate.

Some Catholic parishes limit their action to the pastoral and evan-
gelical spheres, and their orientation toward the poor is organized
around concepts of charity and service. Such groups are considered by
members of the Comunidades to be part of the traditional Church. The
more radical groups of the Mexican Church see the struggle for the
poor, leading to social mobilization and structural change of society,
and the recognition of human rights as central points of the Catholic
message. A good example is the central role of mediation played by
Samuel Ruı́z and other Comunidades leaders in the negotiation of the
Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas (Trejo Delabre 1994). Liberation theol-
ogy, the basis of Comunidades evangelization, rejects the modern lib-
eral view of separation between the collective and the individual, and
between the religious and the political (Lowy 1990). It also rejects the
dichotomy between tradition and modernity, attempting instead a syn-
thesis that combines a critique of capitalism with an attempt to restore
community as a core value and to defend individual freedom, the right
to criticize an authoritarian Church, and play down “unreflective im-
pulses” of popular religiosity (Lehmann 1990: 121). The case of evan-
gelization in Polanco shows how these theological principles, once ap-
plied to local practice, can change, and how prisms of belonging within



82 RELIGIOUS DISCOURSES, POLITICS OF MODERNITY

a religious context are produced and appropriated by different lay and
clerical agents.

But what has been the discourse on personhood that the Comuni-
dades evangelization has fostered in the urban Mexican, popular sector?
Catholic teaching in the Comunidades emphasizes a symbolic interpre-
tation of the biblical message focused on metaphors of renewal and
being born again as part of a unified pueblo. The language of the Co-
munidades stresses self-introspection as a primary component of the
identity formation of the subject. A project of modernity emphasizes
the “care of the self” and the relation of the self to his/her present (Par-
ameshwar Gaonkar 1999: 11–12) and the Communidades also encourages
the rise of meaning through an objectification of reality and a reflection
on the relation between the self and his/her present (Chakravorty Spivak
1998: 22). The principles of the Comunidades are expressed in the slogan
“veer, pensar, actuar”—to see (in the sense of understanding), to think,
and to act. The missionary task of the Comunidades develops at the
prophetic, pastoral and sacerdotal levels, in the sense that they promote
a vision, a pastoral educational effort, and a particular clergy formation.
These are central points of Jesuit teaching about CEBs, and it has been
common at meetings in Polanco to hear mention of the notion of “be-
coming a person,” meaning an agent who stands for his/her social and
human rights. In the Comunidades, especially under the guidance of the
Jesuits, there is a tendency to identify traditional religion with a lack of
subjectivity. The Comunidades believe that full personhood is achieved
through personal and group consciousness followed by action, while
traditional religion is defined as acceptance of reality as it stands and as
change of personal aptitudes rather than an impulse toward social ac-
tion; acceptance calls for identification and lack of separation between
the subject and the reality in which he/she lives. In this sense, different
movements within the Church have developed distinct processes of
identity formation, and offer different sites of subjectivity.

It bears repeating that although Catholic groups are described above
as if they are a unitary subject, the Comunidades movement is not ho-
mogeneous, and has gone through various transformations over the
course of its development.10 Comunidades have constituted different
arenas for interaction: they can be centers for political activism and the
challenge of political and religious hierarchies, and they can offer op-
portunities for reflection and social action, as well as human bonding;
but they can also be rather accepting of religious hierarchy and political
authority.11 In some Comunidades gatherings, concepts of change and
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personal commitment may be discussed but not actively applied inmem-
bers’ daily lives.

Notions and naming of the popular have been points of conflict be-
tween different parts of the Church, as reflected by the shifting meaning
of the word “Comunidades.” In 1987, when José Salazar López was still
leading the archdioceses of Guadalajara, the name was identified with
groups inspired by liberation theology. However, when Cardinal Po-
sada Ocampo, who had strong ties with the conservative group theOpus
Dei, took office in 1987, the scenario changed. With subtle, but highly
political implications, the word “Comunidades” began to be applied to
other, less radical Catholic groups. It was part of a move to “de-
radicalize” the CEBmovement. Appropriations of politically loaded lan-
guage have also been used to displace the rhetoric of opposition in con-
temporary Mexican politics.12 The use of the terms “Comunidades” or
“Grupos” may often indicate a renaming executed by the hierarchy
rather than a real transformation of the Mexican Catholic Church. In
such cases, “the poor” may be identified as the Church’s foundation,
but interpreted as including only those who are humble and hold pop-
ular religious beliefs rather than the entire class (Levine 1985: 310). By
the mid-1990s the Comunidades meeting in the Church of Santa Mag-
dalena were called “Grupos de Barrio,” and their agenda was much less
radical than that of the Comunidades of the 1970s and 1980s.

At one level, clergy such as Padre Nemo and the Jesuits and some of
the lay coordinators involved in the Comunidades have formed an ideal
of what the Comunidades should be, based on metaphors of organiza-
tion, community, consciousness, and awakening to sociopolitical action.
Consequently, they tend to view the neighborhood in light of that im-
age. The actual members of the Comunidades, however, often have dif-
ferent ideas about the Comunidades’ goals, and different levels of com-
mitment to working toward those goals. Many Comunidades leaders
focus on a polarized us and other, with “us” representing the pueblo,
the poor, the exploited campesinos, and the “virginal” Mexican soil, and
the “other” everything against the pueblo: the Mexican lay and clerical
elite; members of the traditional Church; religious sects; and “penetra-
tion” by the North American invaders.13

However, structural binarisms—such as self opposed to the other, or
a center opposed to a periphery—do not account for overlapping cate-
gories. This is why the language used by Comunidades leaders about a
common identity with its roots in poverty fails to account for the hy-
bridity of urban identities that results from the complex interplay be-
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tween communality and difference. Garcı́a Canclini (1995) has argued
that the hybridization of society requires a renewed understanding of
the relation between social action, symbolic and cultural performance,
and urban space where similarities, metaphorical struggles, and the
“obliquity of symbolic circuits” of culture and power are at play (Garcı́a
Canclini 1995: 261). In this scenario overlapping categories and struggles
over representations become central.

A struggle of politics of representation in ways of “being the Church”
observable at the micro-level of colonias populares reflects a wider ten-
sion. Some of those contrasts are rooted in the long-standing power
struggle between diocesan clergy and the Jesuits within the Roman
Catholic Church. Guadalajara is a stronghold of the Jesuits, and they
are often judged by some diocesan clergy to be politically radical, and
are seen as interfering in parish politics. The Jesuits’ evangelization in
Polanco—which began in 1973 and had a twenty-year intervention
plan—targeted social awareness and subsequent popular mobilization
through the training of leaders to carry out the process of evangelization.
For them the continuity between faith and life targeted people’s com-
mitment to structural change in society. The colonia thus became a lab-
oratory for the Jesuits’ program when it was chosen in the early 1970s
as a place where it would be possible to live with the pueblo and establish
an important center for novices.

Jesuit rhetoric often uses “warrior” metaphors, such as “Life is a
struggle,” “We have to fight for justice,” and “Faith is a social commit-
ment of the individual” (all mentioned during sermons given as part of
mass). This idea of life as a fight/conquest is embedded in the teaching
of San Ignacio, the founder of the Company of Jesus, the name of the
Jesuits’ order. The idea of personal evolution through a development of
the will, the image of leaders as key figures in the process of evangeli-
zation, and the priority of personal contact with the inner self through
spiritual exercises are strong characteristics of the Company of Jesus.
Comments about Jesuits from people who are or have been in the Co-
munidades vary. On one hand, some believe that the Jesuits are the
holders of the real knowledge of the so-called Church of change. On
the other, some see the limitations of Jesuit intervention and see their
interests in power and control as little different frommany other Church
groups. One diocesan priest who worked in the colonia feels that the
Jesuits are unable to reach people’s hearts: “The Jesuit has the tendency
to lead, but it is necessary to give people what they ask for—not what
one wants to give them.”
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The Jesuits do not let people grow. This is the problem. They want things done
in their way, and if people want it done differently, they tell them that it is not
correct, and they say this through reasoning, philosophically . . . so that they
convince you. The Jesuits say you are worthy, but that you lack experience and
that you need to grow. Therefore people are not appreciated for what they are,
and they feel frustrated. The Jesuits already know what they want to do. They
do not ask people. (Lalo, who worked with Jesuit youth groups for seven years
and considered becoming a Jesuit himself).

Elio, a Comunidades coordinator living in a colonia neighboring Po-
lanco, sees a similar tension:

The Jesuits did not like the fact that the periferia was working better than Po-
lanco.14 They ignored us, they wanted Polanco to be outstanding. The Jesuit
priests said what needed to be done and who would be in charge of it. Polanco
wanted to use our work, but I did not want to be messed around, it is important
that you and your work are taken into consideration.

What emerges through the Jesuits’ evangelization is a particular sub-
ject position, and an attitude that makes religious lay subjects feel they
lack knowledge that the Jesuits have. A condition of ignorance is also
associated with the devil, and in the new Church, knowledge becomes
the means of salvation. To construct the realm of God is, for the Jesuits,
to know the social, political, and economical reality. This challenges the
position of the traditional Church, which—Jesuits argue—emphasizes
a division between faith and life, and between individual conversion and
social transformation. These ontological claims and the objectification
of reality carried out by Jesuit evangelization rests on a dividing practice
that distinguishes between those who are on the path and those who
are not, between those who are with the pueblo and those who are not.
This practice, because it tends to conceal its arbitrariness by apparently
empowering leaders and followers in the same way, legitimizes the lead-
ing position of those who utter it (Gledhill 1994: 141), and to a certain
extent it takes away, by a strategy of mediation, the power of “speaking
back.”15 Hence it is important to focus on the articulatory nature of
micro-differentiations that creates a form of mastery and leadership for
some while denying it to others.

To summarize, social movements such as the Comunidades are mul-
tifaceted and are related to the subject positions of those who become in-
volved in the process of knowledge production and transfer. It contrib-
utes to empowerment, but also to disempowerment, of social subjects. In
the following chapters I focus on the empowering effects of Comuni-
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dades evangelization activities onwomen in the field of health care.How-
ever, it is also important to understand this process within the history of
Guadalajara’s social and urban mobilization. As previously discussed,
since the beginning of the 1990s and the consolidation of Polanco as a
center of the periphery, there has been a contraction in urban mobili-
zation. Social mobilization as social practice has multiple effects on con-
stituting gender subjectivity and strengthening group identity, but in
particular forms it may also support hierarchy and subordination. This
latter condition is more visible when social mobilization is in decline,
and a language of external differentiation between groups renews inter-
nal, hierarchical differentiation between clergy and lay members. While
forging a popular subject, Jesuit leaders may implicitly, and to a certain
extent unwittingly, reinforce the very subordination that grassroot
movements such as the Comunidades originally set out to address.

The Traditional Church
The term “traditional” is used bymembers of the Comunidades to define
a certain type of religiosity. The people who participate in groups other
than the Comunidades do not call themselves traditionalist, but see
themselves as followers of religious traditions. The stress on personal
salvation and the transcendental parallels worship that is oriented to-
ward everyday personal and family concerns. People pray for their own
well-being while asking God for personal favors. It is within this frame-
work that people make mandas—their vows to saints.

The traditional view cannot be attributed exclusively to the elderly or
any other specific age group. The cases illustrated below show how tra-
ditional religion is a question of degree, and that the division between
traditional and new church can be ambiguous. In fact, the word “in-
compatibility” is often used by laypersons and clerical leaders who have
lost control over the parish following a change of priest, so religious
affiliation can also be seen as a form of appropriation and maintenance
of symbolic capital in the sense of access to resources and attainment of
prestige and legitimization within the parish community.

The case of the followers of El Movimiento Familiar Cristiano
(MFC) illustrates some discursive similarities and differences between
more-traditional movements and the Comunidades. Created in the early
1960s after the dissolution of the ACM (Acción Católica Mexicana),16

in principle it is a lay movement relatively independent of the religious
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hierarchy (Concha Malo 1986). The MFC in Mexico has a middle-class
base, but has extended its influence into the lower classes. MFC’s train-
ing plan is a three-year program organized by laypersons together with
the clergy and concentrates on the upbringing of children and on family
relations. The training course covers various subjects, including the de-
velopment of a person from childhood to adulthood, relations between
couples and children, and the objectives of the Catholic family within
the post-Vatican II Church.

For couples in Polanco, belonging to the MFC has given them a
chance to get to know many people of different backgrounds and to
learn about improving communication within the family. Many say the
experience has helped them develop solidarity within the family and to
learn to listen to others. There are six basic focuses in the MFC: team
life, hospitality, a life of prayer, commitment to service, good use of
material goods, and study of family-related topics. Some of these goals
are similar to those of the Comunidades, but they can also have different
meanings. The idea of service is one such example. TheMFC sees service
as a form of sanctification, and even marriage itself is considered a re-
sponsibility of mutual sanctification between husband and wife. In con-
trast, for the Comunidades, service is perceived as part of a human bond
of social solidarity and communal identity—a redemption of social,
rather than personal, sin.

The Holy Spirit is a central theme in MFC prayer, as it is in the
charismatic movement. MFC members also believe strongly in miracles
and in the power of the Holy Virgin and the Sagrado Corazón (Sacred
Heart of Christ). Like members of the Comunidades, they talk about
seeking change, but the aim is to change individual attitudes about God
and family relationships, not power relations in society. The MFC does,
however, hold a modernist attitude typical of a certain type of Cathol-
icism in which pre-Catholic/indigenous beliefs and culture are associated
with ignorance rather than seen as a heritage of cultural pluralism. In
contrast, the Comunidades seek to integrate that pluralism within the
new Church.

The traditional beliefs of the MFC can also be a source of inspiration,
as demonstrated by the case of Doña Estrella. For many years, Doña
Estrella and her husband, Luis, have been the coordinators of the MFC
group in Polanco. She has a negative view of the Comunidades, and is
aligned politically with the Catholic-oriented Partido de Acción Na-
cional (PAN). She has been working in the MFC since the early 1970s,
and she was at one time president of the Acción Católica and the Caritas
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(an international confederation of Catholic organizations) in the parish
of the Santa Magdalena. She is resentful of Padre Nemo, who supports
the Grupos de Barrio, because he does not pay attention to her and the
work of the groups with which she is involved. Estrella does not like
the work of the Comunidades because the people who are involved in
them call for social change but, she says, do not improve their own
behavior: “What can they do to decrease drug addiction? It is not a
question of getting rid of the social dirt, but my own dirt, and as a
neighbor I ask myself, ‘What am I not doing?’ . . . They say they do, but
they do not do anything.”

Estrella thinks we can change our destiny, and that heaven is the
reward for our suffering on earth if that suffering is dedicated to the
glory of God instead of being used to deny it. For her, the motivation
to exalt God is central to the meaning of human action. If people mis-
behave, their lives will reveal the consequences, and it is the individual
who is to blame. Thus drug addiction and poverty are explained in terms
of an individual’s inabilities, or shortcomings in his or her family’s re-
ligious education. Although the imagery used by the Comunidades may
suggest a “second” birth—and perhaps a break with the past—theMFC
is perceived by its members as an extension or continuation of previous
forms of Catholic worship. However, theMFC also offers opportunities
for self-reflection more characteristic of the Comunidades’ work. In the
words of Gerónimo—an active member of the Anunciación Comuni-
dades, but who at one time also belonged to the MFC—there is an
awareness of the limits of maintaining the other as separate:

In the Comunidades they want to talk about liberation, change of structure, but
they do not pay attention to the family and the person. Some people come to
the meetings and they leave everything else aside, but this is a mistake. The
problem is that in the Comunidades they talk very little about the family, and
many people in the Comunidades have pressing family problems. Padre Nemo
believes that the MFC has arisen from the right wing of the Church and that it
is in opposition to the work of the Comunidades, but many in the parish do
not think so.

However, as among the Comunidades, the MFC leaders’ visions are
often different from those of members. While a leader such as Estrella
tends to focus on difference and opposition, members often interpret
differences as complementarities; they see people as able to be more
flexible in integrating different religious messages into their everyday
lives if they are not involved in power struggles within the parish. Thus,
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as this case suggests, the analysis of social movements should pay par-
ticular attention not only to the language of a group’s leaders, but also
to that of its members. The impact and image of a religious social move-
ment result from an internally negotiated process on the meanings and
values given to particular social actions by its members and leaders.

While the MFC can be seen as complementary to the Comunidades,
the Adoración Nocturna, a more traditionalist group, seems to share
little with the Comunidades, who have a very different concept of the
relation between human and divine agents. But again, the differences
are given stronger emphasis in the words of the group’s leader (who has
been close to Padre Francisco) than in those of other members of the
Adoración Nocturna and its counterpart group for women, Vela del
Santı́simo.

Founded in Mexico in 1900, the Adoración Nocturna is a small but
cohesive group of men who meet the last Saturday evening of each
month in the Church of the Anunciación. As a sacrifice to Christ in
recognition of the suffering he undertook for humanity’s salvation, they
pray throughout the night in groups of four, a practice that recalls
Christ’s meditation on the Mount of Olives. The women who belong
to the Vela del Santı́simo meet to pray to the Most Holy through can-
ticles and rosaries.

As its name suggests, the primary goal of the group is to adore and
guard the reliquary of the Santı́simo (Most Holy), where the Eucharist
is stored. Their members (a group of ten to fifteen in the parish of the
Anunciación) stress the idea of mortal sin and the need for divine for-
giveness, and members pursue an intimate dialogue with God away
from the distractions of society. In this dialogue, believers confess their
miseries and problems to Jesus, and ask him for the necessary strength
for the final judgment. Members of the Adoración believe that other
people’s redemption can be achieved through one’s own sacrifice.

The Adoración worship represents a moment of meditation which
implies “amor verdadero” (real love), sacrifice, and expiation.17 The goal
of prayer is to go beyond the illusory body and get in touch with one’s
soul. Matter is conceived as inferior to the soul: “The body is a cover,
we have a heart, a heart which is not the one that the worms eat, it is
the soul; all this [indicating the body] is impregnated with the soul”
(Don Manuel, a member of the Adoración and the Refugianos). So the
soul is a bridge to God and to the knowledge of his will, and a denial
of the body is essential to understand the true nature of the sacred. This
central characteristic of the Adoración Nocturna is opposed to the way
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in which Elio of the Comunidades talks about God (see above). God,
in the Adoración Nocturna, is the investigator of the human soul, able
to see what we attempt to hide: he is a divine Father of his human
children. The God/human dialogue is a dual rather than a three-
dimensional relation. This duality is also present in the experience of the
women who belong to the Vela del Santı́simo. In their accounts the
figure of Christ is depicted as a physical entity, as a presence, who has
come and visited them in their houses in moments of particular suffering
or blessing, and who helps to sort out painful situations. If the tradi-
tional Church is depicted by the Comunidades as interested in the mys-
tical, but not in everyday reality, paradoxically the language of its mem-
bers is very physical and oriented toward sensory perception of the
divine. Many actually expressed this perception in sensory terms, such
as being “touched” on the shoulder by Christ, or “feeling” the presence
of the Virgin in one’s bedroom. Their own amazement at such experi-
ences—because they were felt in person, and frequently at particularly
critical moments of a person’s life—was translated into an impulse for
faith renewal. So despite the body-matter subordination to the soul, the
sensory dimension is actually an important depository of the religious
experience.

The leader of Adoración Nocturna group in Polanco is Don Luı́s.
He identifies with the Partido Revolucionário Institucional (PRI) and
has become general secretary of the Adoración Nocturna at the regional
level, even learning to read and write for the post. Don Luı́s is close to
Padre Francisco and became his so-called right arm while he held the
same position. Since Padre Nemo arrived, Don Luı́s’s activity within
the Church has been limited to the Adoración Nocturna, and he and
others who remain loyal to Padre Francisco attend other churches for
Sunday mass. Don Luı́s had a severe conflict with PadreNemo, reported
concerning money that he and others of Padre Francisco’s “old group”
were holding in trust for the church construction. At the end of 1988,
the situation had become so tense that Don Luı́s’s group asked the ar-
chiepiscopacy to remove Padre Nemo. When that request proved un-
successful, he and those close to Padre Francisco pulled out of the parish.
Don Luı́s assumes that behind the religious activities of laypeople there
is always the clergy, and that it is the clergy who mislead the believers:
“The priests of the Comunidades send people to the front to get
burned.” His main criticism of the Comunidades is that members pro-
fess love and brotherhood but fail to demonstrate these qualities in their
interactions with the wider Catholic community.
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The dispute between members of the Adoración Nocturna and the
Comunidades shows how affiliation to religious groups within theCath-
olic Church is not just a question of moral and spiritual convictions, but
also of control of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1987: 4). Status, prestige,
and power can be acquired by being in the group supported by the
present priest in charge of the parish, but can be lost if the group falls
out of grace. It is important, then, to analyze the political dimension of
Catholic membership not only in terms of the presence and absence of
political and social mobilization, but also in terms of people’s self-worth,
desire for recognition, and the representation of the body and sensory
perceptions.

Membership in Comunidades and traditional religious groups is not
mutually exclusive, as counter cases show.18 Those who are active in
both often are seeking a balance between mystical belief and enactment
of those beliefs, since the Comunidades’ message can be experienced as
lacking certain devotional aspects (Drogus 1995: 472). Cases of double
membership are therefore not experienced as contradictory, but com-
plementary, even if the clergy emphasize the differences between groups.
Membership in different Catholic religious groups emerges out of an
interplay between human and divine agents as well as the nature, and
the legitimization of, knowledge and power within clerical and lay re-
lationships.

Prisms of Belonging and Religious Discourses
In conclusion, I want to weave together the different strands involved
in production and appropriation of prisms of belonging in this particular
religious field. I have tried to foreground some of the interpolations
between being the Church, ideas of personhood encouraged by different
religious affiliations, and the politics of belonging to the Catholic
Church in a colonia popular. The prisms of belonging that emerge
among different lay and religious agents take place via an appropriation,
claiming, and withholding of knowledge that shape boundaries of in-
clusion and exclusion. Because of their prismatic nature, different angles
are refracted and reflected through prisms of belonging. Knowledge-in-
the-making is filtered in different ways that may or may not have any
resemblance to an original agent’s intentionality and intended meaning.
In other words, one’s sense of belonging and knowledge represent dif-
ferent facets, with each experience refracted in a particular way depend-
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ing on other individual and group dynamics of belonging and knowl-
edge.

Religious and modern discourses often rely on categorical opposi-
tions and unfold through emergent and residual formations. Traditional
approaches tend to focus on maintenance of hierarchical power between
clergy and laypersons, change in personal attitudes within the family, an
acceptance of rather than an action upon social reality, and an intimate
dialogue with God as well as sensory perception and experience of the
divine. But the sensory perceptions and the embodied dialogue with the
divine are not expression of a residual religious-cultural formation. As
evidenced by the growing presence in the archdioceses of Guadalajara
of the charismatic movement (which encourages, as does the traditional
Church, a similar style of contact with the divine), we cannot assume
that traditional religious forms are necessarily extensions of residual for-
mations. Part of their style of practice is a form of emergent spiritual
and religious experience. As Raymond Williams (1977) suggests, emer-
gent formations do not appear in opposition to dominant formations,
but are somehow part of them.

The Comunidades, on the other hand, emphasize a challenge to the
sacred/secular dichotomy and to the hierarchical division of power be-
tween clergy and laypersons, but it may leave unaddressed the issues
related to everyday politics of affects and sentiments that arise, for in-
stance, in interpersonal clashes (for example, the dispute betweenMaur-
icio and Padre Nemo) and in the struggle over the claim of authorship
of representations. Therefore, the progressive Church of the Comuni-
dades “presents domestic problems as secondary to the ‘really important’
issues of the world beyond the household” (Burdick 1992: 176). The
heterogeneous practices and their interpretations bothwithin traditional
and new Catholic groups address issues not only of race and gender
(Burdick 1992; Caldeira 1987; Drogus 1990, 1992), but also of selfhood
and human nature, and fields of analysis include, among others, the
embodiment of religious practice, boundaries of the body (or, better,
bodies), and the social construction of knowledge. Hence the analysis
of social movements needs to take into account the negotiation of pro-
cesses of identity and the production and circulation of knowledge (Es-
cobar and Alvarez 1992), as well as the embodiment of experience.

The activities of the Comunidades may follow a process of construc-
tion of knowledge similar to that of the traditional hierarchical Church,
where the figure of intermediation, the clergy, is central. The political
dimension of the Comunidades has often been linked to the symbolic



figure 5. This sculpture at the Parish of the Anunciación
named “El Señor de las Tenteadas” represents an indigenous
Christ, and on the board to the right are ex-votos representing
various parts of the body. I commissioned a local artist, Al-
fredo Lopéz Casanova, to create the sculpture in 1992 in
memory of my time with the parishioners. As indicated in this
photo taken in 2001, it has been transformed into a Christ of
milagritos (small miracles), another name for the ex-votos left
behind by people who come to him and ask for healing. This
is another interesting modern twist of faith, curing, agency,
and intentionality embraced by an art object, myself, and the
people in the neighborhood.
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and ritual domains, and as with other social movements, their political
role is constrained by the necessity of mediating between popular de-
mands and state institutions, as in the case of mobilization for services
discussed in Chapter 1. Once the mediation with institutions ceases,
members scatter (De la Peña and De la Torre 1990: 597; Foweraker 1995:
105); however, we are left with the question of what remains after mo-
bilization, and how it gets retranslated into other forms of social action
or personal biographies. In Chapters 5 and 6 I explore further howCath-
olic religious evangelization and the effects of socio-religious mobiliza-
tion articulate with gender, ritual practices, and the construction of gen-
der subjectivity.

New and traditional Church tendencies may be represented as dis-
cordant by some of the diocesan and Jesuit clergy, and by group organ-
izers, but they are experienced as complementary by some of the parish-
ioners. This tension points to a struggle for symbolic capital between
some Jesuits and diocesan priests, and the believers closely associated
with them, and also indicates a gray area of anxiety (part of a process of
modernity) and one in which a certain degree of subordination between
leaders and grassroot members takes place.

I have only scratched the surface of this gray area, which, by resisting
full categorization and by having overlapping progressive and tradition-
alist tendencies, indicates that religious affiliation is a process of for-
mation (of the subject) and transformation and revelation (of the self)
that can never be completed, but is open-ended. In this respect, these
open-ended negotiations and tensions point to an area where lay and
clerical subjects of a particular urban history flow into, negate, and re-
interpret binarism and tensions of modernity. And prisms of belonging
relate to both politics of sentiments and to modernity insofar as they
link embodied experiences, particular religious affiliations, and repre-
sentations of personhood. Group boundaries, theological statements,
and religious practices allow specific micro-differentiations that consti-
tute particular socio-religious affiliations. If we want to better under-
stand religious affiliation for configuration of self, subject, and group
identity, we need to understand how prisms of belonging reveal aspects
of the embodiment of experiences and are also operative and contested
categories about the interpretations of these experiences.

When clerical agents and lay leaders use language that essentializes
religious tendencies, fixing them in categories that become subtly un-
challengeable, they re-create a form of subalternity among believers.
When the meaning of “el pueblo” is essentialized in the language of the
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Comunidades, it reveals a twofold nature: active and passive. Hence, I
invite the reader to think about the pueblo in urban Mexico as an active
popular subject, whose image is not essentialized by its leaders—and as
an object, the depository of an ascribed, essentialized, and homogeneous
representation. However, I have explained in this chapter that idiosyn-
cratic processes of differentation within the pueblo work against an im-
pulse to describe it as a homogeneous entity. These internal differenti-
ations, as well as impulses to homogenization, play an important role
in the formation and reproduction of socioreligious movements. More-
over, in this case they become part of a narrative of knowledge produc-
tion and appropriation that emerges through the prisms of belonging.
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chapter 4

Medical Pluralism
Medicina Popular and Medicina Alternativa

Religion, science, and the medicalization of illness always interweave in
a dialectical and processual way. The imagery used by those who have
been dispossessed as well as empowered through migration reveals how
illnesses are treated. People’s experiences and the conflicts in the colonia
regarding medicine invite us to revisit the meaning of both medicine
and religious activism in light of a national health care system that is
struggling to deliver services, and a religious movement that promotes
a vision of social healing.

In colonias populares, activism is an important part of the way med-
ical options and healing processes are understood and acted upon as part
of a social reality. Activism runs through a health movement fostering
internally contested agendas. Nonetheless, people make “alternative”
and complementary choices about available (or sometimes unreachable)
medical health care that are neither default options nor part of an or-
ganized movement. Rather, those choices offer open-ended possibilities
for redefining religious, social, and personal well-being that mark a path
for a vernacular modernity.

The focus of this chapter is on a plurality of specific nontraditional
medical practices and raises issues parallel to those explored in the pre-
vious chapter regarding the relation between, and different etiologies
held by conventional doctors, alternative practitioners, and patients. It
also explores how different medical practices coexist.1 In the process, I
examine how those practices are interwoven, as well as how they can
clash in people’s experience of illness and in formulating strategies to
restore health. These practices point to specific notions of agency, the
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body, as well as social and individual responsibilities.2 Moreover, I ex-
amine this plurality in the context of a (relative) failure of a modern
national project of health care coverage for the urban population, and
the increasing popularity of alternative medicines as a revealing mani-
festation of both a challenge as well as a re-invention of modernity.

The first part of the chapter explores different etiologies and the re-
lated allocation of responsibility and blame to diverse agents in different
contexts, including a group of people who support medicina popular
(developed in the work of the Comunidades Eclesiales de Base in the
Parish of the Anunciación), others who belong to the traditional
Church, and a local curandero (native healer).3 The second part of the
chapter explores how homeopathy is practiced in an allopathic, or bio-
medical, way,4 and how homeopaths stress the scientific insights of ho-
meopathy, while patients tend to focus on faith/trust in the remedy itself
and the healer who provides it. I will then explore what these phenom-
ena reveal about alternative modernity.

Differences between etiologies are emphasized by those who possess
a special knowledge of curing or healing, such as the promotores (com-
munity health organizers) of the medicina popular group, the curan-
dero, and most of the homeopaths who practice in Polanco. The organ-
izers of the medicina popular group emphasize the social nature of
diseases, arguing that they are caused by the structure of society and the
exploitation of the poor by the rich. The curandero emphasizes that
disease is caused by personal sin committed either by the sufferer or by
those who may have cast a spell upon him/her. The homeopaths argue
that their cure is scientific and therefore does not entail religious belief.

These various agents become representatives andmediators of knowl-
edge for group members and/or patients. Nevertheless, coexistence of
different non-biomedical and biomedical systems shows that people per-
ceive differences in terms of the methods and styles of curing rather than
in terms of etiological systems. Patients are active agents in a “quest for
therapy” (Janzen and Arkinstall 1978), choosing between different prac-
titioners and/or therapies rather than between traditional and modern
medical systems, which often are not conceptualized as opposed, but
combined in the curing process (Stoner 1986).

It has been argued that in urban Mexico the style of curing often
consists of an incorporation of new allopathic and homeopathic ele-
ments into traditional household remedies (Logan 1988), and a distinc-
tion between their etiologies occurs, if at all, only at the time of treat-
ment, and then regardless of the practitioner’s view (Mahar Higgins
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1975). Homeopaths and supporters of medicina popular see themselves
as practicing alternative medicine, a term that embraces diverse etiolog-
ical views. In this way, alternative medicines develop within a “meta-
medical” framework of thought (Worsley 1982) and practices of a reli-
gious and social character. Different etiologies refer to distinct attitudes
toward the interaction of human and nonhuman agencies, such as health
institutions, and government, as well as God and evil. The meanings
attached to the term “alternative” vary according to the various inter-
preting agents: group organizers, group members, homeopaths, and
patients.

But what do these medical and healing practices say in their articu-
lation about a state of modernity? To what extent are they a response
to a State increasingly perceived as a failing technocracy? Do they offer
ways to reinvent or challenge modernity in a postmodern condition? To
explore these questions, I first outline the development of the national
health care system and the alternative medicine movements to under-
stand the emergence of health care activism and alternative medicine in
Polanco. In short, I want to invite the reader into the debate about
modernity that hinges on the link between the role of faith in the Mex-
ican healthcare system and the alternative forms of medicine practiced
in the colonia popular.

Institutional and Alternative Health Care
There used to be a split in the Mexican health care system between a
“well-funded social security sector for the formal labour force, and a
poorly funded public health sector for the poor and those in the informal
labour force” (Brachet-Marquez and Sherrard Sherraden 1994).5 The
social security agencies have primarily been concernedwith curing rather
than preventing illness, and their focus has been on work-related acci-
dents, maternity care, family planning, and caring for invalids, especially
among the poorest people. IMSS and SSA policies are based on a con-
cern with social issues. The Plan Nacional de Desarollo (1974), in par-
ticular, included the Programa de Fomento a la Salud (Program for the
Promotion of Health), which focused on prevention of illness and at-
tention to family and community care and targeted social health (for
example, epidemiology, health education, improved sanitation and hy-
giene) as a determining component of both personal health and socio-
economic development.6 This pathology of poverty revealed a modern-
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ist view of society in which technological and economic growth is
believed to be a precondition for improving social health (an idea that
still influences current devolution reforms that shift primary responsi-
bility to local government agencies).7 In practice, the national health
plan did not succeed because it lacked the resources to turn the govern-
ment’s populist proposal into applicable strategies (Ward 1986). During
the 1980s, major cuts were made in the national health care budget, with
obvious consequences for the quality of service, and with increased pri-
vatization of the social security sector, the funding of health projects
actually decreased (Stern 1990).8

In the early 1990s spending by the national health care system in-
creased, eventually accounting for 6.1 percent of the gross domestic
product, but spending decreased after the 1994 economic crisis and de-
valuation of the peso. In late 1995, the Mexican government began pro-
moting a national development plan for 1995–2000, with the aim of
extending social security coverage to more people by shifting more state
resources to regional and federal programs. During the 1990s spending
on primary health care was increased considerably through “priorities
programs” targeting both rural and urban areas (Nigenda 1997). Nev-
ertheless, long-standing problems with under-servicing and duplication
of services in specific areas remained.

In 1998, only slightly more than 50 percent of the population was
covered by health insurance, and the new coverage programs focused
primarily on the rural and indigenous population, offering primary care,
preventive medicine, and birth control. The plan to decentralize health
services in major urban areas has led to promotion of new, expanded
IMSS coverage, and families without formal labor contracts eventually
will be covered by the IMSS, although the program is still being devel-
oped. Most people who are uninsured but covered by SSA have to come
to terms with lower-quality services than those provided by the IMSS
(LACHSR 1998). And despite attempted reforms, deficient social serv-
ices and misallocation of public health funds continue to be problems.

Along with a decreasing quality of public health services there has
been a devaluation of the figure of the participating doctors. Although
working for a public agency used to be regarded as superior to working
within the private health care system, that is no longer true. Medical
training is now oriented toward North American models of efficiency,
high technology, and objectification of the patient—elements believed
by some to indicate that medical practice is developing in a social vac-
uum and shaping it into an “international” medical language (Loyoza
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Legorreta 1991). Yet the social and structural conditions in which doc-
tors operate create a reality that is often quite different from these mod-
els. For example, in the main IMSS hospital units in Guadalajara that
serve low-income areas, patients have to wait months to see a specialist,
and there are usually long lines for walk-in clinics. Also, doctors have
limited access to medications and often prescribe the same remedies for
different diseases, knowing that the prescription will not effectively treat
all of a patient’s symptoms.

People’s desire for national health coverage is strong, among both
employed and unemployed. In most low-income neighborhoods in
Guadalajara, those who are entitled to social security (mainly factory
workers) register under the IMSS. Those who work for the state (mainly
those employed in schools or police departments) are covered by the
Instituto de Seguridad y Servicios Sociales de los Trabajadores del Es-
tado (ISSSTE) and the rest have limited coverage provided by the SSA.
The IMSS and ISSSTE give people at least some confidence in their
ability to face the insecurities of daily life, but only the person working
under a contract and a limited number of his/her nuclear family are
covered. Even if a family has IMSS coverage, they may not use it if
alternatives are available, because the care is not of good quality. People
primarily use IMSS coverage for maternity care, surgery, work-related
accidents, and appointments with specialists, and their opinions of
IMSS services often depend on whether or not they have been assigned
a good doctor.9

The general perception that the services provided by the IMSS and
the SSA are decreasing in quality can be attributed to two causes. First,
many people describe their relationships with doctors as lacking in hu-
manity. Patients feel they often are treated as if they are ignorant and
unable to understand what is happening to them, and as if ignorance
and poverty were the causes of their health problems. Patients also are
increasingly aware that they are treated not for their specific symptoms,
but are instead prescribed general remedies used to treat a wide range
of ailments.10 Second, patients are noticing that after being treated for
something specific, they frequently develop other symptoms. For this
reason, allopathic doctors are often called matasanos (a term that trans-
lates literally as “killers of the healthy”). As a result, criticisms of social
security coverage often are related to an increasing lack of trust in con-
ventional medicine.

Many people in urban neighborhoods are not covered by the IMSS,
including construction workers and women employed as private maids.
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Nevertheless, they have a number of different options. Those who can
afford it consult private doctors, especially in emergencies. Despite the
negative opinions often voiced about them, these doctors appear to be
kinder in their treatment than those practicing within the IMSS. How-
ever, private doctors sometimes appear to be more concerned withmak-
ing money than helping their patients, and in such cases patients’ ex-
periences can be negative and traumatic. As mentioned in Chapter 2,
Don Domingo is a longterm diabetic patient without social security
coverage who was treated by a doctor in Polanco for severe leg pain.
Although he received several expensive injections that he was told would
cure him, his condition worsened. Through the help of his godfather,
Domingo was able to receive coverage through the IMSS, and I sub-
sequently took him to the hospital. He was diagnosed as having gan-
grene, and seriously risked having his leg amputated. As it turns out,
the costly injections administered by the private doctor were only mor-
phine to ease the pain, not a cure for his condition.

Because many people cannot afford to see a private doctor, self-
diagnosis and use of over-the-counter remedies are common. Over-the-
counter drugs are also integrated with remedios caseros (homemade rem-
edies usually based on herbs and balms), and people often use different
remedies at different stages of disease.11 The advice of a pharmacist or
a sales clerk in a drugstore is not only cheaper than a visit to the doctor
but is also similar to “a traditional system of self-treatment, that once
included only household remedies” (Logan 1988). Many of those who
sell drugs, however, lack training, and people often use the same rem-
edies for similar symptoms with adverse consequences.

A third option for those seeking medical treatment includes home-
opathy, hierberos (herbalists), sobadores (body manipulators) and, in cases
of chronic illnesses, curanderos. These treatments cost less than a series
of visits to conventional doctors (with the exception of some homeo-
paths, although their fees also include the cost of remedies). Providers
of alternative treatments often have different notions about what causes
illness, and their analyses reveal an understanding of different types of
treatments and the healing powers that people attribute to themselves
and to different agencies. In the next section, I examine the development
of medicina popular, and its role in primary health care for Mexico’s
low-income population.
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Medicina Popular as Medicina Alternativa
Since the early 1970s there has been a considerable increase in Mexico
of the use of alternative therapies, and two distinct trends are apparent.
The first is a growing interest in natural diets and holistic medicines,
particularly among the well-educated, who comprise a relatively small
but increasing segment of the population (Loyoza Legorreta 1990). The
second trend involves the large underprivileged segment of the popu-
lation who, for different reasons, cannot or prefer not to rely on con-
ventional cures. This second trend has been interpreted as a counter-
hegemonic discourse, and hence a form of class resistance to the
allopathic system of health care (Menéndez 1983). This use of nontrad-
itional treatments rather than biomedicine has been associated with pe-
riods of greater “ontological insecurity” and a lack of trust in the capacity
to maintain continuity in the narrative of self and group identity (Gid-
dens 1991b). The development of complementary medicines has been
specifically associated with postmodernism (Easthope 1993) because this
type of medicine challenges a unified, self-contained idea of the body,
and a scientifically unitary medical knowledge. However, the fact that
complementary medicines focus on notions of responsibility and the
self-healing potential of the body raises questions about the construction
of notions of holism, the body, and the self in particular cultural contexts
by agents who are positioned in particular power relations. Because the
relation between a complementary therapist and a patient requires a
dialogue in order to form of diagnosis, this dialogue can also be analyzed
as a form of narrative of the self, and as a particular literary narrative in
itself (Mattingly 1998).12

Models used to study complementary medicines in developed coun-
tries such as the United Kingdom and the United States (Sharma 1992)
are only partially applicable to developing countries like Mexico (Ni-
genda et al. 2001) because professional requirements and licensing of
alternative medicine practitioners are stricter. In Mexico, alternative
medicine is often a less regulated and less legally binding relation be-
tween patients and multiple providers (whomay be competitors, or who
may provide complementary types of care). It is thus important to ex-
amine the specific actors and agencies involved in the practice of alter-
native medicine among a low-income population.

Medicina popular has some characteristics in common with alterna-
tive medicine,13 but it is also a combination of different paradigms. It
is an umbrella term used for various kinds of alternative medicine (in-
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cluding acupuncture, digitopuncture [using pressure points], reflexol-
ogy, herbal remedies, and massage) that aim to increase people’s aware-
ness and enable them to practice a form of self-help.14 Medicina popular
in Mexico has developed through two channels. During the mid-1970s,
the World Health Organization established a program to develop tra-
ditional medicine in Mexico by encouraging practical methods of self-
help based on the model of the “barefoot doctors” in China.15 The
program incorporated research from the Instituto Mexicano para el Es-
tudio de Plantas Medicinales (IMEPLAM) and later by the Unidad de
Investigación en Medicina Tradicional y Herbolaria del Instituto Mex-
icano del Seguro Social (MTH) (Loyoza Legorreta 1991). Illich’s work
on iatrogenic diseases (those produced inadvertently as a result of treat-
ment) was also an important stimulus to the promotion in Mexico of
traditional medicine at the grassroot level as an alternative to allopathic
remedies (Beltrán 1986).

Medicina popular was also spread through networks that overlapped
with the Comunidades Eclesiales de Base.16 The influence of Freire’s
work on education and consciousness-raising among the poor, and of
different works on Marxist medical sociology have become the ideolog-
ical basis on which medicina popular has developed as a grassrootmove-
ment.17 For Freire, education as a process of raising consciousness
should develop critical thinking (Schutte 1993). In the case of medicina
popular, critical thinking would help to break ties of domination be-
tween doctors and patients through what Freire sees as a communion
of organizers’ and group members’ interests. In practice this is not al-
ways the case because of differences between group leaders and local
systems of knowledge.

The principles on which medicina popular is based can be traced to
a wider conflict and to dependency theory paradigms, in which illness
is related to the failure of society to allocate adequate resources for tack-
ling disease, an idea derived from an ideological inter-class conflict. The
cause of illness is located in ideological conflicts, which themselves de-
rive from capitalist relations of production. According to this argument,
illnesses manifested in the biological body are triggered by the stress and
conflict in the social body, and not only ideological class conflict, but
also lifestyles and the practice of medical knowledge—which define the
sick person—contribute to the genesis of the ill body (Gerhardt 1989).

Having provided some background on health care in Mexico, I now
turn to the Vidasana group, which promotes medicina popular among
members of the Parish of the Anunciación. This group emerged in late
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1990 from the CEBs experience, and some members continue to partic-
ipate in CEB meetings. Others, however, are not involved in the Co-
munidades or other parish activities, and with time the group diversified
and moved away from an original plan of CEBs evangelization. Group
members define medicina popular as “medicina alternativa,” a term also
used by homeopaths, though often in the sense of being alternative to
allopathy. Thus the ethnography presented below reveals that the se-
mantic field of alternative medicine changes in different contexts.

In the Vidasana group, leaders’ and members’ notions about causality
and responsibility in the illness process are often quite different. Group
leaders stress the social causes of diseases: they see the causae efficiens and
finalis of medicina popular as located in the structure of relations be-
tween social classes;18 consequently, they attribute illness to the sinful
actions of the wealthy and powerful people who exploit the so-called
poor.19 Different members of the Vidasana group emphasized different
aspects of the process of illness and healing, and stressed the value of
increased self-worth in dealing with everyday health care issues.

The Vidasana Group
The Vidasana group was formed by members of the Anunciación Co-
munidades in January 1990. Until summer 1991, the group was led by
Mauricio, who was assisted by Soledad. Sister Carlota, and later Sisters
Mónica and Elda, helped Mauricio and Soledad to organize and pro-
mote the group. In early 1991, the group split into two factions because
of accusations against the treasurer about mismanagement of the com-
mon fund to which the women gave a small contribution each week.20

By 1997, and as late as 1999, the original Vidasana group had dis-
persed into smaller groups that met in different houses, and no longer
in a unified way under the church’s umbrella. At its peak, as many as
sixty women participated in the group, but only a few men joined, and
they eventually dropped out. Although somemen have good knowledge
of home remedies, they often either did not have the time to attend
meetings or did not feel comfortable being “among many women.”
They may have feared becoming the source of gossip, or generating
mistrust among the women’s husbands (which is, indeed, what hap-
pened to Mauricio, the only man in the group). Apart from activities
related to the church, there are few occasions in which married women
can socialize openly with men. The husbands of the group’s members



MEDICAL PLURALISM 105

are often skeptical about what can be achieved by the group, but once
they start to receive treatment from their wives (they are often used as
guinea pigs!), they become more supportive and less fussy about their
wives’ participation.21

The Vidasana group is part of a wider urban network in the process
of development made up of similar groups in five colonias in Guadala-
jara: Atemajac, Santa Cecilia, La Peñita, Rancho Nuevo, and Polanco.
All of them were born out of the experience of the CEBs or were de-
veloped by organizers who were inclined to this type of evangelization.
Sooner or later, all of these groups achieved a greater independence from
direct parish influence. As in the other colonias, the Vidasana group set
up a consultation service available to parish members for a small fee, but
some of the women did not want the responsibility of prescribing rem-
edies for people outside their family and circle of friends, so only a few
were willing to offer consultations.

Vidasana was born, in the eyes of the lay and religious organizers,
with the long-term aim of increasing people’s consciousness of their
situation and of creating forms of medical self-help to counteract eco-
nomic pressures in poor households. One goal was to retrieve people’s
knowledge, rooted in their rural past, and combine it with a knowledge
of alternative medicines. Another was to make the members proud of
their roots, transforming them into axes of belonging rather than seeing
them as an element of backwardness in an urban environment. In this
case, the prisms of belonging constitute a realm of experiential knowl-
edge that values tradition in modernity and they foster self and com-
munity empowerment. If, as discussed below, complementary medi-
cines are part of a postmodern condition, their lay practice combined
with traditional self-help medicine indicates an emergent phenomenon
that re-inscribes tradition into modernity.

On the first anniversary of the Vidasana group’s formation,Mauricio,
along with the women, composed a corrido, ballad) that summarizes in
a playful way some of the characteristics of the group:

I have very clearly in mind the twenty-fourth of January when,
on a Wednesday, a group of female companions met.
They became very aware of problems related to health,
and studied with complete and total care.
Seeing all the sicknesses [around them] they searched for solutions.
Using medical plants, they found the cure.
They analyzed the problems within the community,
and together fought to change the reality.



106 MEDICAL PLURALISM

The pueblo needs to rejoice in health
so that united together people work well.
“Fly, fly, little dove to reach the rose bush”: awakening to life, the dove

wants to thank it.
With this I make a greeting, singing this song.
We are at your service at the temple of the Anunciación.

The ballad clearly emphasizes health as a rejoicement of the whole com-
munity, and community problem solving as an awakening to life.

To a certain extent the Vidasana group has responded to unsatisfac-
tory power relations between patients and doctors by deprofessionaliz-
ing and demedicalizing health care. One of the group’s policies is that
only symbolic honoraria can be asked for a given remedy, and women
who have taken personal (that is, economic) advantage of the knowledge
shared within the group are criticized. Power relations between the
members pivot around access to the sharing of knowledge about the
uses of plants and other self-help methods. Some of the women show
veiled resistance to sharing what they know; those closer to whoever is
in charge have easier access to information as well as more opportunities
to attend provincial or regional meetings. Women in the group defined
themselves as viejas (old) and nuevas (new) in relation to the length of
their membership, their degree of knowledge, and their capacity to as-
similate knowledge shared in the group.

In the Vidasana group’s early days, Mauricio and Soledad stressed
self-teaching. They were resistant to inviting so-called experts to come
and give talks, preferring instead to encourage the women to share what
they knew already, supplemented by photocopies of written sources cir-
culated between medicina popular groups around the country. The basic
teaching revolved around the use of herbs in tintura (tincture), micro-
dosis,22 placas (metallic bars) used to balance energy, as well as massage
techniques. Women learned how to use herbs such as ruda (rue), arnica,
estafiate (larkspur), and sangre de grado (dragon’s blood) in making po-
tions for the cure of menstrual pain, emotional trauma, stomach pain,
and infections. Basic nutrition was also discussed, especially in relation
to vitamin properties, and inexpensive but nutritious foods such as soy
and gluten.

The way in which the group was coordinated by SistersMónica, Elda,
and later Mercedes differed from Mauricio’s policy. A nurse came reg-
ularly to teach first aid, and different experts presented workshops about
auricopuncture, acupuncture, and relaxation techniques. The most
knowledgeable women were invited to participate in a series of home-
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opathic workshops in the north of the city; that material, however, was
not shared by the organizers with the rest of the group. WhenMercedes
was in charge of the group, some of the women felt they were not given
enough support, and that organizers “se tienen el conocimento para
ellas” (kept the knowledge to themselves). Their complaints addressed
organizers’ preferential treatment of the other group that had beenmeet-
ing parallel to Vidasana since Mauricio ceased to be in charge. The orig-
inal group now spent entire weeks without touching the subject of
homemade herbal remedies, and some women were upset by this shift.
Deprofessionalization of conventional medical practice was high on the
agenda during both Mauricio’s and Mercedes’s periods as promotores,
but with different emphases on demedicalization. During Mauricio’s
time the group was oriented toward knowledge grounded in women’s
everyday practices, whereas the nuns’ emphasis was on presenting the
knowledge of experts for the women to assimilate.

The resulting struggle for authenticity about different forms of med-
ical experiential knowledge parallels similar politics of authenticity
within and between the new and the traditional Churches, discussed
above.

Medicina Popular and the Social Nature of Illness
One level of the process of medicina popular lies in the analysis of social
reality.23 The idea that health is the product of social reality as well as
being generated by psychological displacement is central. This presup-
position is embedded in a cartoon slide show that was shown during a
regional meeting in Sayula (Colima) in May 1991 and later used as a
teaching tool in Polanco, as well as in an exercise called the “tree of life
and death,” led by Sister Mónica in the Vidasana group (see Appen-
dix B).

The protagonists of the cartoons are cats and tigers; the world they
occupy is a metaphor for society. It is set in a mythical time when all
cats lived together in cooperation, equality, and good health, and nature
satisfied all their needs. At that time health was in the hands of the people
(cats in the story), but with the rise of private property, some cats were
transformed into tigers and started to take control of society. When the
newly formed state openly took the side of the tigers, people/cats became
subjects of exploitation, beginning with their physical bodies. Imperi-
alism resulted in longer work hours for lower wages, economic pressure,
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and different forms of disease. Some of the cats turned into tigers as
they became false prophets. Most of them, however, were able to rees-
tablish harmony, health, and well-being through unity and solidarity.
Mauricio and Sister Mónica often referred to this allegory of the cats
and tigers. Mauricio would talk about the connection between good
health and human rights which should be enjoyed by the pueblo, and
how the abuse of human rights was the cause of a sick society—yet
another claim to a representation of the pueblo as a subject.

While human rights are explicitly connected to the state of people’s
health, the causa materialis of illness is in conditions in the social envi-
ronment where poor people live and work; the causa efficiens rests on
the nature of the social relations between classes and nations. Thus bod-
ily symptoms are interpreted as the outcome of social conditions, and
illness is generated by modifications of social habits and deterioration
in general living conditions. On one occasion, the group discussed a
leaflet on treating chest diseases with digitopuntura (hand pressure
points), titled “Useful [Pressure] Points for Chest Disease (Due to Poor
Living Conditions and Shortage of Clothing).” The discussion had
turned to the topic of alleviating respiratory problems with such reme-
dies as eucalyptus and cinnamon. However, women repeatedly stated
that the humidity of houses in the rainy season, the air contamination
in the nearby old industrial area of the city, and a diet lacking in fresh
fruit and greens were the real causes of lung and throat infections. Sev-
eral women observed how other colonias lacked these conditions and
were better-off. The discussion group was then led by the organizers to
examine the causa materialis of illness in living conditions, and the causa
efficiens in their inability to maintain basic conditions of living.

A similar approach to the social root of illness was explored by Sister
Mónica through the image of the trees of life and death (see Appendix
B), reminiscent of Freire’s model of alphabetization and the raising of
consciousness. Two drawings of trees were shown to the women as
models for the types of diseases common in the colonia. The first, called
the tree of life, shows how the integration of the tree is the basis of
health. Wholeness is located in a sense of community, in class solidarity.
The tree needs strong roots in order to develop healthy leaves. The
healing process depends upon a balanced relation between the different
parts of society, which is metaphorically represented as a living body.
The second model, the tree of death, indicates that illness is generated
by the distortion of the structure of society that occurs when an elite
group of people exploits the majority.
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In this exercise, Sister Mónica asked the women to fill in the roots
and the trunk with economic and political factors that generate both
disease and health. She suggested that illness was a limitation of personal
and collective abilities, and that “hay gente muerta que puede dar vida,
y gente viva que puede dar muerte” (there are dead people who can
generate life, and living people who can generate death). So those who
took advantage of the conditions of the poor were committing a sin,
not only toward people, but toward life itself. At the time, the women
in the group found it difficult to fill in the tree on their own, especially
the part representing the roots, so Sister Mónica helped them make the
structural connection between their everyday lives and the wider struc-
tures of society. Women’s opinions had to fit this overall explanation.
Mónica then collected the sheets and prepared a polished up version
that she distributed as a handout a couple of weeks later. Women in the
discussion had identified the seed of death with drugmanufacturerswho
become rich at the expense of the underprivileged. They identified illness
as rooted in the selfish acquisition of superfluous goods, and in the envy
that this process generates. But there was also resistance to such expla-
nation masked under umbrella phrases—“no alcanzo a comprender,”
and “es muy dificil para mı́” (I am not good enough to understand; it
is very difficult for me), which both nuevas and viejas expressed.

Teresa, a vieja, mentioned the case of a very poor family on her street
that had no proper toilet but used a hole in the courtyard. Teresa men-
tioned that the children of that family were often ill, and that the neigh-
bors in the street had offered to help the family. She blamed the parents
for being lazy, for not looking hard enough for work, and for wasting
the money donated by the neighbors. She attributed the children’s ill-
nesses to their parents, who were tercos (stubborn) and flojos (lazy).

Teresa viewed them as such because they did not work regularly but
seemed to prefer living on charity donations from the parish. Teresa also
mentioned to me, outside the group, that she did not understand where
in the tree to place empacho (an inability to digest food, and a form of
food poisoning that can result in diarrhea, fever, and vomiting), but had
been too shy to bring up the issue in the group. Discrepancies of this
type between the rationales of the promotores and the local people can
be interpreted as a form of friction between external and localized
knowledge.

A stratification of Polanco has been taking place, and one effect of
the centralization of the suburb is that there are people in the colonia
who are relatively affluent in comparison to other families, whose com-
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bined income barely covers the minimal expenses of growing families.
An example of economic stratification is that some impoverished fami-
lies try to save money by cutting their food expenses.24

In Sister Mónica’s opinion illnesses such as those experienced by the
poor family Teresa had mentioned are due not to the parents’ lack of
personal responsibility but to their economic conditions. This was an
interesting incidence of contradictory and clashing illness etiologies: the
etiologies related in a hierarchical way by Sister Mónica were recognized
as more valid in the public space of the group, but outside the group,
and for the members who did not fully identify with the message of the
organizers, gossip continued about neighbors’ inability to ensure their
own well-being, which was viewed as a consequence of ignorance and
weakness. Older women referred to the economic hardship that they
had also been enduring, and how they had struggled to maintain their
families’ well-being.

Of all the examples, group members could most easily see a correla-
tion between their living conditions and the development of enferme-
dades de los nervios (nervous ailments). “Nerves” have been observed as
a polysemic phenomenon (individual, social, and political) used in dif-
ferent class spectrums to express powerlessness in gender and marital
conflicts, and in conditions of status deprivation—a phenomenon
shaped by the medicalization and “rationalization” of the body, which
becomes a battleground itself (Scheper-Hughes 1992). People in the
neighborhood refer to being sick because of nervios in different con-
texts. The term is used to cover many physical symptoms, including
migraine headaches, gastritis, and ulcers. The causes of nervios were
discussed by the group in terms of unhealthy diets, which resulted from
pressure on the household economy. Some explained that “el dinero
nunca alcanza para la quincena” (money doesn’t last the fortnight [wages
are often paid every two weeks]). In more private contexts, women
mentioned interpersonal conflicts with regard to the control of shared
resources, status and gender control, and a sense of loss and lack of
support in a migrant’s condition. However, rising inflation and increas-
ing economic hardship for the low-income population inMexico during
the mid-1980s, especially, and again after the peso devaluation in 1994
have been taking a toll on people’s health, discussed further in relation
to women’s subjectivity in the last chapter.

Biblical passages were also used in the group to discuss themes related
to the trees of life and death. Sister Mónica brought an elaboration of
the letter of Paul to the Philippians (4:15–24) to a group meeting. She
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developed the theme of the difference between “el hombre viejo y el
nuevo” (the old and the new man). The old man “takes too many med-
icines or poisons himself with tranquilizers and sleeping pills. He only
hears what concerns himself, thinking about what he is deciding next.
He is focused on his unfulfilled ego (‘what I said to him, what he said
to me’).” The new man, by contrast, “seeks help in overcoming his
nervous tensions from his mental and spiritual energy. . . . He is inter-
ested in himself in a different way. He does not relate the outside to his
own ‘I.’ He listens carefully and understands the feelings/reasons of oth-
ers.” Again, as discussed in the previous chapter, traditional and new
become metaphors for notions of a past and a present/future that takes
place as an opposition between the individual/selfish and the collective/
social. Disease, in this reading of medicina popular, arises when the
collective is subordinated to the will or desires of individuals.

The women of the group related the theme of the old and new type
of man to their personal lives. Some of them recognized how easily they
had slipped into drugs in the past, and how often they had felt caught
in a downward spiral. Most felt that the group helped them to see that
many other women in the colonia were dealing with the same problems,
and that some illnesses are generated from a state of mind that can be
changed by different behavior. Sister Mónica feels that this type of re-
flection helped the group to connect this structural analysis to their per-
sonal experiences. In Sister Mónica’s reading, the relationship between
human guilt, sin, poor health, and the prevention of illness is a form of
respect for God’s laws. Mauricio also used biblical references to argue
that homemade remedies were used in ancient times, and that critical
judgments of doctors and the medical profession were being made even
during biblical times (Mark 5:26). The idea that illness can be caused by
not adhering to God’s plan leads to perceiving the act of curing as a
social act.25

Three interconnected points can be drawn from the analysis of the
causes of illness embedded in the thinking of the Vidasana group in
Polanco. First, healing is ultimately linked to the reorganization of so-
ciety and to human solidarity. It occurs through an increase of collective
consciousness, the causa finalis thus being structural change in society.
Second, the defense of life requires active engagement in fighting the
causes of death. Preventive medicine can thus be seen as a way of pro-
moting social justice as part of God’s realm. This engagement involves
sharing knowledge, and practicing knowledge after a time of “practical
mimicries”—learning through repetition, observation, and tactile con-
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tact (Jackson 1998), as well as through reading. However, some women
did show a difficulty in touching for healing purposes, often breaking
up over jokes about one’s own or someone else’s inability to apply the
remedy correctly or give the “right” bodily touch. Third, the individual
is considered to be the holder of individual responsibility in collective
communal action that may create sin/disease; sin, which causes illness,
arises from the actions of those who exploit others, and from the struc-
ture of society which enables them to do this. In this respect, modernity,
with its specific agency and contradictions, is an embracing (Garcı́a Can-
clini 1995) but also necessary condition of the healing process. So by
embracing this necessary condition of modernity, how do people in-
scribe their interpretations into these tensions and knowledge? And
what consequences are revealed in people’s mapping of the world?

Healing and Self-Worth
The notions of healing and of consciousness and self-worth that emerge
in the narratives of some group members are accented differently from
the accounts of the promotores. Some women in the Vidasana group
value their experience both because it increases their self-worth and be-
cause of its religious content. Women who have been involved actively
in the Comunidades Eclesiales de Base see a connection between med-
icina popular and divine healing, while those who are not involved with
the Comunidades stress pragmatic results and the increased sense of self-
worth they derive from practicing what they have learned.

In a meeting of five popular medicine groups in Guadalajara that took
place in La Peñita, the participants were asked to describe the reasons
for their participation in medicina popular, and the effects of their ex-
perience. Below are the responses of four of the women of the Vidasana
group.

Doña Carmen: It is to be conscious of what we have lost, and do something
for others.

Doña Mago: To serve others and learn to heal oneself. . . . It is a message
given with the best love and faith we can. . . . This knowl-
edge must be available to everybody.

Mari Chuy: It is our offering to society like that of God to the world.

Doña Marisol: That we all can give comfort and health through nature and
the love of God.
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[Doña Carmen: Es tener conciencia de lo que habemos perdido y hacer algo por
los demás.

Doña Mago: Servir a los demás y aprender a curarse . . . es un mensaje dado
con amor y fe lo más que uno pueda . . . hay que tener este con-
ocimiento a el alcance de todos.

Mari Chuy: Es nuestra entrega a la sociedad como la de Dios al mundo.

Doña Marisol: Que todos nosotros podemos dar consuelo y salud por medio de la
naturaleza y el amor de Dios.]

Two of the women used the word todos to suggest that anybody can
participate in the process of healing. As the boundary between those
who know and those who do not becomes fluid, the patient-doctor
relationship is challenged. As the Vidasana group members believe, the
power of healing is intrinsic to our state of being human once we accept
becoming active agents through the love of God.

Through the practice of medicina popular, women can give consuelo
y salud (consolation and health). Each remedy offered is a means
through which a part of oneself can be communicated to those who are
in need. What is shared is a common pathos, and through this sharing,
healing takes place. This process is also one of self-healing because the
group experience is meant to be a service to society, which is a funda-
mental component of being Catholic; thus the healing process becomes
part of the process of redemption of the soul and implies a wider process
at physical, emotional, and spiritual levels.

Doña Mago, a vieja of the group, is a lively married woman in her
mid-forties. One of the most knowledgeable women of the group, she
described her experiences with medicina popular as follows: “Up to now
I have had positive and negative experiences. For instance, I have placed
small metal bars [placas], but frequently [the outcome] depends on the
mental state of the person. You can place many placas, but they do not
have any effect if the person does not have consciousness of herself or
if she does not have trust. If, with the faith you have, you are lazy, you
should realize your contradictions.” In Doña Mago’s mind, it is God
who heals, and those who learn have a responsibility to apply the teach-
ing without laziness. She also sees a relation between sickness and heal-
ing in which healing cannot take place if either the healer or the patient
lacks personal consciousness and faith. Doña Mago feels she has a re-
sponsibility to use the knowledge that she has learned in the group, but
she also believes that a successful cure depends on a patient’s trust and
faith in the treatment and in the person who gives it. There is definitely
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an awareness that it is not just the remedy that cures, but also the process
involved in the giving and the taking of the treatment, and that these
are central characteristics which actually differentiate medicina popular
from conventional medicine. While for the promotores the conscious-
ness that develops out of the experience of illness tends to bemore about
social relations and solidarity, for some women in the group the focus
is more on healing and faith.

Some women in the Vidasana group believe in natural remedies but
are less sure about their religious aspects. One young woman, Antonia,
has a good knowledge of plants and remedies, but in replying to my
questions about the healing power of God, she appeared skeptical. She
felt good that she was able to prepare remedies and give advice on nu-
trition to her family and friends, therefore reducing their expenses in
relieving common illnesses, but was not bothered as to whether it was
God or some other forces beyond the treatment. Some of the remedies
she uses are those that her mother recalls from the rancho. Antonia offers
her advice to neighbors, but some of them, she says, lack the patience
to use natural remedies. If they fail to see positive results, she interprets
it as laziness in using the correct dosage and treatment.

Many women who have participated in the Vidasana group say it has
increased their sense of self-worth because it has allowed them to act
together and to learn and practice such skills as reading and writing.
Although these are some of the aims that the group’s leaders hope to
achieve, it appears that the women only partly assimilate the ideological
message of the social nature of illness (or perhaps resist it by stressing
their ignorance and inability to learn such concepts). Once on their own,
they may become experts who can offer advise about remedies to mem-
bers of their community, and they also can use that knowledge to in-
crease personal status and wealth. In this sense, to different degrees, they
begin to feel useful in dealing with health issues in everyday practice at
the same time as they become strategically minded about their own
choices. Their capacity to provide services therefore has an effect on their
own and their families’ well-being.

Disease and Individual Sin
The etiology of illness used by the medicina popular group allocates
blame and responsibility to certain classes and to the structure of society
which allows selfish actions to take place. But other forms of etiology
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that revolve similarly around notions of sin also exist. These see endog-
enous causes in a person’s emotional state, or as generated by the so-
called evil eye, so that the sins of another may become the cause of one’s
own disease (Foster 1978). These explanations identify the causa efficiens
of illness in personal sin and in resistance to God’s will, rooted in what
people call “temor de Dios” (fear of God). Members of traditional
churches might offer similar interpretations, and this etiology combined
with the idea of the evil eye appears in the practice of the local curandero.

Urban curanderismo seems to be more diversified and to use more
impersonal practices than rural curanderismo (Press 1971). However,
there is no agreement as to whether curanderismo is increasing or de-
creasing among the urban population. Early studies carried out among
the Hispanic population in urban settlements in the southern United
States variously showed that the importance of curanderos was decreas-
ing (Edgerton et al. 1970), or that curanderos were still widely consulted,
especially for more serious and chronic cases (Trotter and Chavira 1980),
and that their practice was changing, yet maintaining the holistic (mind/
body) approach to treatment (Trotter and Chavira 1980). Press’s anal-
ysis—influenced by the Redfield’s rural/urban model—argues that the
“urban curanderismo process” is a sociocultural phenomenon through
which differences in consultation styles are adapted to the increasingly
diversified needs of urban populations (Press 1971). The work of cur-
andero Don Eduardo in Polanco can be understood within the context
of urban conditions of life, where allopathic medicine is often too ex-
pensive, ineffective, or limited, and where connections between sin and
illness are still widely believed to be the causes of chronic diseases or
accidents.

Don Eduardo is not well thought of by most members of the Vida-
sana group, who look on his work with skepticism. Still, despite the
organizers’ claims that his healing does not cure, some people still have
faith in it.26 Don Eduardo is a type of spiritualist healer, because he
claims to be a channel through which divine messages are manifested
(Trotter and Chavira 1980). He lives in Polanco with his large family in
a simple, rural type of house where he keeps animals in the courtyard.27

There is always a long queue of people waiting for his or one of his
assistants’ limpias (ritual cleansings). The patients are seen in a small
windowless room behind a worn-out curtain, but there is no privacy
during the healing session because there is a continual stream of new
patients. A large altar in one corner of the room is covered with lighted
candles and photographs, and on the top there is an image of the divine
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providence (in the form of the third eye), embellished with red and
white flowers. On the wall is a long series of woeful pictures of the
Passion of Christ.

Before the first limpia, the patient has a short session with Don Ed-
uardo, who talks about the patient’s weakened state, pain, and depres-
sion.28 According to the curandero, people are in great pain because
they are distant from God and the Virgin, and the patient’s state is due
to his or her soul’s weakness in resisting evil.

The actual limpia begins with the sprinkling of perfumed water on
the patient’s body, and the tracing of the body’s outline with a big knife
and a wooden bar. Then the patient drinks from a small pot of water
kept near the altar. At the end, the person is advised to bathe for three
days at lunch time with cold water, and to wrap up in a dry towel for a
couple of minutes. Patients also are told to pray to God and the Virgin
because the cause of their illness is their distance from God, and they
are warned not to expose themselves to envy.

One idea conveyed by the curandero is that illness is caused by mis-
placement. People and things must not be in places they do not belong
so that disease will not be caught, as can happen when one is outside
one’s own house and exposed to other people’s scrutiny. Women, es-
pecially, should stay at home because they catch diseases more easily if
they expose themselves to public places. After the session with Don
Eduardo and his assistants, people leave a donation according to their
means. I had personal experience of Don Eduardo’s cleansing after bur-
glars broke into my accommodation in broad daylight, and I began
having trouble sleeping. Although my limpias were rather positive ex-
periences, after which I felt greatly relaxed, my disturbed sleep continued
long after.

Don Eduardo’s clientele is very heterogeneous in social and economic
status, but one experience seems common: other remedies have failed
to cure them. Many patients come regularly with a wide range of dif-
ferent symptoms that vary from physical problems to the appearance of
spirits in the houses of relatives. Those who have been diagnosed as
incurable, or who cannot afford an expensive medical cure, often turn
to Don Eduardo. Some patients have been told by allopathic doctors
that there is nothing wrong with them.29 Don Eduardo advises his pa-
tients first to try all the other medicines, and he says, “Cuando uno no
quiere, santo no puede,” equivalent to the English saying, “God helps
those who help themselves.”30 When people come to see him, they must
“submit themselves to God’s will, not come here just to see.” He affirms
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that the best medicine is the will of God, and that we are now living in
a very difficult period because people go against God’s laws. Transgress-
ing these laws causes sickness in two ways. First, a person can become
sick if he or she acts wrongly or sinfully. But a person also can become
sick if another person has invoked the devil. The idea that disease can
be put into the person by an evil agency is central. According to Don
Eduardo, “People get ill because of other people’s actions and misbe-
havior. When we dislike somebody, we can get ill. . . . If we have a
quarrel with someone, he says that he will not forget it. In this way
people invoke the devil.” Sick people thus carry the weight of a range
of problems, pain, and suffering related to their own or others’ sins. The
causa efficiens of illness is the existence of evil in humans, and the causa
finalis is reconciliation and rapprochement with God as a form of re-
demption from sin. Don Eduardo argues that God and the Virgin heal
through him, and that he himself is not the source of healing. He sees
his life before and after his conversion (after which he became a channel
of God) as two distinctly different existences: the first a life of vice and
religious skepticism, the second a life of service.

A similar connection between illness and sin is also made by followers
of traditional religion, in which illnesses are often interpreted as a pun-
ishment from God; however, pain and sickness also offer the possibility
of an individual soul’s redemption. Curanderos are viewed in traditional
religion as hechiceros (wizards). According to Don Luı́s, curanderos “call
upon the Virgin and saints, but cast spells with the devil.” Don Luı́s
and the other members of the highly traditional and devotional Catholic
group La Adoración Nocturna criticize Don Eduardo’s practice not so
much for the idea of treating evil as a cause of diseases, but for the fact
that curanderos are seen as capable of releasing people from sin—just
as priests do—and therefore their patients believe they can be released
from evil and pain without going through church absolution. The cur-
andero thus undermines the figure of the priest as a mediator between
human and divine agency, and reduces the priest to the level of a lay-
person.

Estrella, whose membership in the Movimiento Familiar Cristiano I
have previously discussed, often suggested that illnesses and accidents
make us aware of having gone against God’s will. She explained to me
that once, on a Saturday night, she was supposed to finish off some
work for Caritas in the temple, but decided instead to go to a fiesta of
some relatives with her husband. On the doorstep, she hurt her ankle
badly and could not leave the house. She felt very depressed because the



118 MEDICAL PLURALISM

following day was the marriage of one of her beloved nephews. How-
ever, when she woke up the next day, her ankle had “miraculously”
recovered, and she was able to go to the wedding mass. She interpreted
the accident and the pain in her leg as a message from God about her
misbehavior. However, God is so just and loving that he has the power
to heal overnight, and in this case He did because she planned to attend
a church wedding the following day. Thus, for Estrella, illness can be
an expression of disharmony between human and divine will. Her per-
ception of the divine is related to the traditional conception of fear of
God, and of God as punisher, and she sees illness and recovery as a
means for redemption of personal sin and a sense of guilt.

For Doña Marisol and Doña Mago, healing and recovery also are
related to “tuning in” to the divine world, but also imply becoming
aware of the relation between oneself, nature, and society. Sickness is
not a punishment or a recognition of personal sin, but a potential for
awareness. For leaders of the health group, such as Mauricio and Món-
ica, this awareness is particularly related to social relations, and respon-
sibility for illness is blamed on those who create poverty and exploit
people. For Don Eduardo and traditional Catholics, illness is seen as
generated by one’s own misdeeds and/or other people’s evil.

Between Science and Faith:
The Allopathic Use of Homeopathy
The connections between illness/healing and between social and indi-
vidual sin/redemption are central to the discourse of the traditional prac-
tice of the curandero as well as to the medicina popular group. Another
polarization/continuum also present in low-income areas is between
ideas of science versus faith within the medical practice of homeopathy.
Homeopaths in Polanco conceive of a linear progression from tradi-
tional, idiosyncratic cures related to faith, to new scientific methods such
as homeopathy—a distinction that legitimizes and institutionalizes their
social practices. Homeopaths, in fact, have an allopathic way of exercis-
ing homeopathy, while patients’ attitudes toward homeopathic treat-
ment stress the aspect of faith/trust in the remedy and in the figure of
the homeopath. Patients use different alternative remedies, often to-
gether, and they perceive these different remedies in terms of methods
rather than principles—the element of faith and belief being fundamen-
tal. This reflects in practice what I see as an allopathic use of homeop-
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athy, and relates to the links between allopathic and homeopathic train-
ing.31

The practice of homeopathy inMexico has been assimilated to a dom-
inant allopathic model whose principal traits are the transformation of
health into a commodity, an asymmetric relation between doctor and
patient, and the exclusion of the patient from medical knowledge (Me-
néndez 1983). Hence, since consumption is social, relational, and active
(Appadurai 1995), this form of alternative medicine also provides insight
into how private medical choices indicate particular strategies and ex-
periences of social relations. Indeed, for most homeopaths in Polanco,
the remedy targets symptoms rather than the symptomatology, and
there is no sharing of knowledge between homeopath and patient. Pa-
tients are often considered ignorant by homeopaths because they do not
know the right food to give their children, or they do not wash what
they eat properly, or they do not take enough care of personal hygiene;
in other words, they are seen to lack responsibility and to ignore the
obvious connection between illness and lifestyle. Patients may use home
remedies, but many believe that for real, “lasting” cures, they have to
consult homeopaths.

Frequently, homeopaths attend to so many patients in a short time
that there is no time for individual diagnosis of a new patient—an ele-
ment which is extremely important in both purista (pure) and complejista
(complex) approaches (see Appendix A). Only two homeopaths, Dr.
Magda and Dr. Diego, tend to ask varied questions about their patients’
personal habits. The others justify their lack of in-depth diagnosis by
citing high patient turnover: many patients come just once, and others
may come back only after weeks or months. What matters to most ho-
meopaths is to “cure” as many people as possible, and gaining psycho-
logical insight into the patient’s situation during the actual consultation
is treated, if at all, as peripheral.

Homeopaths treat patients as people seeking relief from pain. An-
tonio and Piso, who were both trained as allopathic doctors but also
received training as homeopaths, describe pain and discomfort in terms
similar to those used in allopathic medicine: as something to be taken
away, not as a possible sign of improvement (if contained and tempo-
rary),—which is a strong principle in the purista approach. Being alter-
nistas, Antonio, Samuel, and Piso give whatever is needed, both ho-
meopathic and allopathic remedies, to patients at the same time. For
example, an allopathic remedy may be prescribed for acute symptoms,
and a homeopathic remedy for chronic manifestations. They do not
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offer explanations about the principles on which homeopathy is based,
nor do they name the remedies they prescribe. Remedies are normally
administered at the level of the sixth or thirtieth potencies (the lowest),
and none of the homeopaths write the name of the remedy on the
bottle.32

Another characteristic of homeopathic treatment that mirrors allo-
pathic practice is bodily contact. The homeopath measures blood pres-
sure and pulse rate, and may examine the tongue or the throat. When
asked about the validity of this type of physical inspection for homeo-
pathic treatment, homeopaths answered that the procedure is part of
making the real diagnosis, or that what makes homeopathy a medicina
alternativa is that it can be “alternative” to allopathy, but can still use
allopathic methods. Only Dr. Magda, who uses a complejista approach,
pointed out that homeopathy, in its original, pure Hahnemann form
(see Appendix A), implies a radically different conception of the body
and illness.

The issue of whether homeopathy is scientific or not is a point of
debate. Practitioners variously affirm that homeopathy is a form of sci-
ence, or, as in the case of Dr. Magda, that science is not developed
enough to understand its scientific validity. Drs. Diego, Piso, and An-
tonio prefer to view homeopathy as a science because they say it can be
tested objectively.33 However, the claim to homeopathy’s scientific va-
lidity—avowed by the practitioners in Polanco—reveals not a truth of
the homeopathic principle, per se, but the particular position of the
homeopath in relation to the patient and other doctors/healers.34 Ho-
meopaths tend to associate, to a greater or lesser degree, faith and
magic—in evolutionist terms—with everything which is backward and
which is “inevitably” going to be overtaken by science. According to
Dr. Samuel, “Those who have no basic academic knowledge can be good
homeopaths, but they do not know the natural evolution of the illness.
. . . It is important that homeopathy is regarded as a science rather than
faith and magic.” In fact, homeopaths in Polanco attack any self-help
use of homeopathy, and they question the status of so-called unofficial
homeopaths who lack allopathic training. Some homeopaths believe pa-
tients’ faith is misguided, and they make a distinction between a faith
“for faith” and a “knowledgeable” faith (for example, in the workings
of the allopathic remedy). As Dr. Samuel noted, “It is important that
people have faith, not because of faith, but because it cures. It is like
aspirin. They take it and they know that it is good for them. They know
where the remedy goes.”
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Drs. Diego and Antonio agree that a patient’s faith helps to ensure
that the patient will take the remedy as prescribed, whereas Magda and
Consuelo believe faith to be a necessary, but not a principal, element
in homeopathic treatment. For most homeopaths, faith is nonetheless
misleading because it obscures the real causality between a remedy and
its effects. This shows again how homeopathic remedies are treated
analogously to allopathic ones: the effects of a remedy are attributed to
the object—the remedy itself—and not to the process undertaken by
the patient and the homeopath—acknowledgement of which would,
on the contrary, attach a healing dimension to the homeopathic rela-
tionship. “I always repeat to the patients not to have faith in me, but in
the remedy I give to them,” said Dr. Diego. “I explain to them that
homeopathy has a slower effect than allopathy, and that one needs to
wait for a couple of months to cure problems that have been present for
years, so they know that I am not wrong but that it is the remedy which
is slow.” Nonetheless, patients do attribute great importance to the fig-
ure of the homeopath/doctor and to his/her capacity to “guess” the
causes of their illness. In their perception of homeopathy, the compart-
mentalization between science and faith is not emphasized.

In conclusion, then, homeopaths perpetuate the unequal power re-
lations of mainstream medicine with their patients, and they tend to
reinforce the opposition between modern, scientific knowledge and
traditional experience (McClain 1977)—framing health in an objective,
non-humanistic language (Taussig 1980). Moreover, the stress on pro-
fessionalization or institutionalization of the homeopath is a funda-
mental element in the practices that constitute the doctor and patient
as such.

Patients and the Homeopathic Choice
Patients’ perceptions of homeopathy vary depending on their personal
experiences and their socioeconomic condition. Those who can afford
a consultation with a good allopathic doctor, outside the IMSS system,
will usually consult that doctor for a diagnosis, but they often turn later
to a homeopath for treatment. People also turn to homeopaths for relief
from fevers, infections, digestive problems, diabetes, los nervios (nerves),
and to treat alcoholism and smoking-related ailments. Children’s dis-
eases are often related to malnutrition, especially among those who live
in the Cerro del Cuatro, a poorer area south of Polanco. Normally pa-
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tients do not speak of curing themselves with homeopathy, but instead,
curing themselves with chochitos (granules).35 The common perception
is that homeopathic remedies do no harm, whereas allopathic medicines
are often criticized for relieving one symptom but creating another.

Nati, one of the daughters of Don Jesús (see Chapter 2) and Diana
finished her course at the University of Guadalajara and is now working
as a consultant researcher at home. She has been combining different
remedies for rheumatoid arthritis, from which she suffers. (Many others
in Polanco also combine homeopathic and allopathic remedies with re-
medios caseros [home remedies].)36 She often goes to Dr. Consuelo, but
still sees her private doctor. Like others who can afford to consult good
allopathic practitioners, she is positive about homeopathy:

I have always been with a private doctor, but I have also been with the natur-
opath, but I could not carry on with him because it felt worse. I suffer from
rheumatoid arthritis. My hands and arms are sometimes especially painful. I
have also taken los chochitos because I have faith/trust in them, and I also use the
teas that my mother knows because they use them in her rancho. When I took
the chochitos, I was also taking vitamins and other things. I go to the homeopath
because I believe in her, but in the end I go to my doctor.

Even those who cannot afford to see a private doctor, and who turn
to homeopathy as a last resort, often express a positive opinion.37 Often
they have tried allopathy, but their bodies have developed iatrogenic
diseases. The cost of a homeopathic consultancy is one of the reasons
people choose it, but it is not the only one. The choice also implies a
patient’s ability to evaluate it in terms of other medical practices, indi-
cating a dimension of trust and belief in homeopathy, and a sense of its
comparative value and worthiness.

The consultancies of Dr. Consuelo and Dr. Magda in Santa Mag-
dalena are much less expensive than those of Dr. Samuel and Dr. Diego.
Doña Eva brings her mother to Consuelo for diabetes checkups because
at the clinic they tell her nothing is wrong, even though she often feels
dizzy and weak. She used to go to Dr. Samuel when he consulted in the
Parish of the Anunciación, but now he is too expensive for her. Dr.
Consuelo’s and Dr. Magda’s consultancies are unique in Polanco be-
cause, having had their practice in the parish for more than six years and
charging affordable prices, they have developed long-term relationships
with patients. Many patients come to visit Dr. Consuelo not only when
they need homeopathic remedies, but also when they need to talk about
their personal problems. In contrast, male homeopaths (who, in Po-
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lanco, charge more) are visited less often for advice on personal prob-
lems. Male homeopaths prefer to be perceived as doctors who will find
the right cure rather than as advisers on human concerns, even if this is
not what always happens. Obviously, gender shapes the relationship
between patient and homeopath.

Personal counseling is one element that distinguishes homeopathic
treatment from the allopathic methods used by the IMSS, whose doc-
tors have less and less time to spend with patients. The therapeutic di-
mension of counseling, which allows the patient to be heard by a ho-
meopath, is one reason why people have turned to this form of
alternative medicine. Many have a need to be listened to while express-
ing tensions, fears, and problems, and the popularity of counseling sug-
gests that there is much to be said for this new forum for seeking advice
on one’s own or a family member’s health. In this respect, alternative
practitioners are sought out for reasons similar to those given for con-
sulting curanderos. The resulting dialogue, especially with female ho-
meopaths, can become for some patients an important means of desahogo
(letting go).

Whenever I asked patients what they thought los chochitos to be,
they associated them with natural remedies such as herbs. In fact, they
had no general understanding about the way in which homeopathy
works, although they knew it was different from conventional prescrip-
tion medicine. They see it as causing less harm and being more natural,
indicating that their perception of differences between medical systems
is not at the level of theoretical principle, but at the level of choice and
practical use (Mahar Higgins 1975).

Patients believe that having faith in homeopathic remedies is essential
for recovery. They say they use homeopathy “because it works,” and
because they have faith in it. For patients, homeopathic practice merges
effects and causes: it functions because people have faith in it, but they
have faith in it because it functions. It is a practical faith, and a faithful
practice. Nevertheless, not all who seek treatment are healed. Isabel, the
mother of Antonia (an active member of the health group) and Alejan-
dro (a young sculptor and a leader in the Organización de Colonos
Independientes de Polanco)—has suffered from los nervios for a long
time. Her husband has been rather careless in fulfilling his family obli-
gations, and she has had to provide for him and their six children. After
developing migraine headaches as well as kidney and back pain, she tried
homeopathy for a little while, but without results. “I do not use the
chochitos any more,” she said. “I do not know, but I do not have faith,
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and if someone does not have faith in them, they do not work. Probably
I did not trust the doctor so much.” For many patients, it seems, their
attitudes, and not the remedies, are the most important part of the heal-
ing process. The science of the doctor is seen as a form of guesswork,
and the result of treatment depends not so much on the remedy but on
the doctor’s ability to diagnose what is wrong (atinarle). The figure of
the doctor and his or her “divinatory” guessing are important for the
patients who chose homeopathic treatment.

Most homeopaths who are uncertain about a remedy will look it up
in a reference manual. However, in Polanco they do not like to do that
in front of patients because they feel that it may make the patient think
their knowledge is inadequate. To avoid having to consult the manual,
Dr. Antonio and Dr. Diego have put a list of the major remedies under
the glass covers of their desks. Remedies are listed with the number
codes used by the ground-floor pharmacy. In this case an element of the
“oracle”—the list of remedies—is disguised to enhance the professional
side of homeopathic practice.38 However, the vital element for patients
is not the objective process induced by the remedy at a biological level,
but the faith and trust that he/she has in the remedy and in the figure
of the homeopath who prescribes it. In this respect, there is an inter-
esting parallel between the figure of the homeopath and the curandero
in people’s perception, which could be a rich field for further research.
Dr. Diego, for instance, reported a case of a middle-agedman in Polanco
who asked to see the “ñomeopata” (a mispronunciation). At the end of
the consultancy, he revealed his surprise to the homeopath, because he
had expected the room to be adorned with the candles, feathers, and
amulets typically used by curanderos. The patient was surprised to dis-
cover that Dr. Diego practiced in an environment similar to that of a
conventional doctor. When Dr. Diego described his patient’s puzzle-
ment at his discovery, he was proud to be seen as a doctor.

In conclusion, even if people in Polanco still seek medical treatment
from hospitals and private doctors, they are also exploring other possi-
bilities ranging from the self-help methods of medicina popular, to cur-
anderismo and alternative medicines. Different experiences and inter-
pretations of selfhood embrace these different and overlapping medical
domains. The ways in which practitioners represent their work and value
those of others reveal some of the politics of identity of a modernity
project now bordering on a postmodern condition, which some would
call a later stage of modernity. Along with a diversification of medical
practice, there has been a financially related constriction in patient
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choices, and an increased commodification of and competition for med-
ical provisions. That bordering, once again, is indicating a way in which
a modernity project is vernacularly opened up and transformed at a local
level.

The Emergent and the Residual
through Medical Domains
In this chapter I have focused on the different forms of health care that
offer alternatives to the allopathic medicine provided by institutional
bodies, private doctors, and pharmacies. But although allopathic med-
icine is, quantitatively, the major form of medicine used in Polanco,
faith in its result is not increasing for several reasons, notably the poor
service given by medical institutions, the patronizing relationship be-
tween doctors and patients, and the cost of prescription medicine. Ur-
banization, in this respect, has resulted in an increasing coexistence and
commodification of competing medical practices.

This diversification, and especially the increased use of alternative
medicine, can be seen as part of a project of modernity. Some homeo-
pathic practitioners subscribe to a scientific style, while homeopathy is
associated by patients with a “traditional” medical practice (like curan-
derismo) that can be re-inscribed as an emergent form (Williams 1977).
Homeopathic practice can be seen as a logical progression from religious
healing and certain forms of self-help medicine, but it is also chosen
because allopathic treatments are not working or are becoming too ex-
pensive. Homeopathy is thus an emergent form because it combines
elements of a dominant allopathic model as well as elements of “tradi-
tional” medical practice.

People have been turning to different non-allopathic medical prac-
tices—defined as alternative medicine by both the members involved in
the Vidasana group and by homeopaths—which identify quite different
allocations of responsibility in illness. The etiologies held by promo-
tores, women of the Vidasana group, curanderos, homeopaths, and pa-
tients reveal similarities and differences. Some members of the Vidasana
group, the curandero, and people in the traditional Church see a rela-
tionship between sickness and sin. The case of the Vidasana group is an
example of one way of dealing with disease. Some of its members stress
the power of the divine and the role of personal consciousness in the
healing process; others focus on the pragmatic results and sharing the
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knowledge that helps them cope with everyday health issues. The or-
ganizers often emphasize shifts in perception of illness and the body.
The body comes to be a sign, an expression of interrelation within a
socially constituted body of humans, and pain, illness, and sin are still
individually felt but are also viewed as an expression of the body as
society. Pain and sickness become a language through which the prom-
otores transmit their view of the world—one that womenmay assimilate
or resist. People’s resistance is manifest in their professed “lack of un-
derstanding” of the organizers’ explanations, and their emphasis on
pragmatic results rather than etiological explanations.

Even if some group members tend to make self-deprecating remarks,
these women also find in group participation an opportunity for in-
creased self-worth, and also a chance to socialize. But they may also have
to face gossip—especially if a group splits up—and they have to struggle
with their husbands to carve out time away from their household duties.
Those who express traditional religious views tend to believe illness is
related to personal misconduct or someone else’s evil (for example, Don
Eduardo and some of his patients). However, in all cases—the Vidasana
members, the curandero, and the traditional Church—illness is a poten-
tial source of redemption, even if the practice of the curandero is deni-
grated by people who belong to both new and traditional Churches.

If sin and redemption are crucial themes of the medical practices
enumerated above, science and faith are central to the practice of ho-
meopathy. In Polanco, homeopaths draw upon a tension, or distinction,
between science and faith, but their patients do not recognize such po-
larization. Patients’ choice of homeopathic remedies depends on their
access to good allopathic doctors, and on their faith in the figure of the
homeopath and his/her diagnosis, rather than on distinguishing and
making a conscious choice between medical systems (Mahar Higgins
1975; Stoner 1986). Most homeopaths in Polanco practice in an allo-
pathic way, and perceive a continuity between homeopathy and allop-
athy. Their aim in practicing allopathy is to diversify their skills and
acquire more clients. Patients, in contrast, experience a continuity be-
tween homeopathy and traditional healing practices based on notions
of faith in the remedy and the giver of the remedy. There is also evidence
of a parallel between the figure of the homeopath and the curandero—an
interesting theme deserving further research.

Thus, traditional explanations of diseases, centered on personal sin
and the evil eye, coexist with political explanations that blame disease
on selfish rich people and the structure of society. Scientific explanations
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compete with aspects of faith and trust in homeopathic practice, and
with curanderos’ practice. But this coexistence is not without tensions.
Curanderos and alternative practitioners alike compete for patients, and
the competition leads to claims of scientific competence by homeopaths.
Commodification of alternative medicine is clearly well on the way.

Tensions between the distinct social constituencies that embrace spe-
cific medical and healing etiologies show how the politics of modernity
in urban Mexico emerge from intersecting religious and medical fields.
Once again the politics of modernity embraces both traditional and
modern practices by continuously re-inscribing what is traditional and,
in this case, scientific, via situated agency. So a tension between tradition
and modernity is not simply part of a a meta-narrative of a linear, social
development, as functionalist readings of migration in urban Mexico
have suggested. It is a struggle that involves the empowerment of situ-
ated subjects, as well as medical institutions in the process of healing
and curing. Moreover, a postmodern (or late modern) approach to the
practice of alternative medicine suggests that a vernacular modernity
incorporates practices that challenge, from within, modernity itself.

Finally, a relationship between the body, urbanization, and society
emerges through the creative tensions in a local, urban articulation of
modernity. This relationship brings together different aspects of tradi-
tional and modern health practices in the process of curing and healing
the body: the body of social and spiritual relations and the individual,
somatic body.
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chapter 5

Becoming a Mujercita
Rituals, Fiestas, and Religious Discourses

Love is a smoke made for the fumes of sighs,
Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes,
Being vexed, a sea nourished with lover’s tears.
What is it else?

William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

The work of imagination and its transformation of everyday cultural
practices is an important feature of modernity. Falling in love and court-
ship can be a great work of imagination and transformation. One day
in her small hairdresser’s shop a young woman, Elsa, recalled the day
she celebrated her fifteenth birthday with a major fiesta in the village
where her parents and husband are from: “I felt fulfilled, and it is better
than the wedding celebration because you are innocent about many
things, and now I see all the good and bad. . . . At the fifteenth birthday
celebration, you are more fulfilled because you do not see what awaits
you.” Elsa had already found that being married was very different from
that time, and that she was no longer the same. Memories of the ritual
and her later married life evoke an understanding of the loss of a dream,
but also a sense of life’s completion.

By paying attention to the work of imagination, including fantasies,
and its enactment in popular, ritualized experience, I want to draw some
connections between personhood, gender identity, and the unfolding
of life cycles. In this chapter I focus on young women’s fifteenth-
birthday celebrations and show why the quinceañera has become such
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an important ritual in creating female identity in Mexican low-income
neighborhoods. Both the fiesta and the preceding mass, which together
constitute the ritual, embody a process of female self-becoming in which
not only continuity, but also discontinuities take place (Crapanzano
1992: 262)—and also public recognition of a girl’s and her family’s social
empowerment.

I have chosen to analyze this particular ritual in detail since, whether
it is celebrated or not, it plays an important role in the construction of
gender subjectivity and sexuality and demonstrates the interplay be-
tween residual and emergent cultural forms.1 It is also important in the
reproduction and transformation of symbolic capital betyween genera-
tions, and it reveals some of the tension between urban life and the
culture of the pueblos. These dynamics offer a further understanding of
the reproduction of prisms of belonging in terms of a contested arena
of experience and appropriation of knowledge representation which
needs to be understood within the particular history of the colonia pop-
ular Polanco. This ritual reveals a broader tension between modernity
and its imaginative reinterpretations. The ritual is about the female
body, which on one hand is inscribed as a sign of a reproduction of
religious and social integrity, while on the other, its phenomenological
and embodied dimensions point to imagination and desire for female
individualization and differentiation.

The specific ritual of the quinceañera marks the beginning of a
phase in a girl’s life that will be completed upon her wedding celebra-
tion. This period is identified as a time of ilusión, or dream;2 it is a
time when representations of the nature of sexual relations and life
differ sharply from the “reality” of life after marriage. The ritual em-
bodies an experience of “suspended disbeliefs” about what life will be
like after marriage. The consciousness of this reality is suspended and
replaced by a dream about marriage—both the reality and the dream
are positions constitutive of a multiplicity of gender representations
that coexist rather than being mutually exclusive.3 It has been ob-
served, in fact, that in Latin America, gender imagery is composed of
multivocal, evocative experiences and is a symbolic reproducer of so-
cial inequalities (Melhuus and Stølen 1996). However, motivations for
celebrating the ritual of the quinceañera, and for not celebrating it, are
important for an understanding of its contextual meaning. The follow-
ing case histories show how decisions about whether or not to cele-
brate a feast for a girl’s fifteenth birthday, and on what scale, depends
on a family’s religious beliefs, its status in the neighborhood, the fam-
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ily’s attitudes about girls’ education and training, and also the negoti-
ation of female attributes between clerical and lay agents within and
between families.

The Catholic discourse of the Comunidades Eclesiales de Base chal-
lenges existing values attached to traditional rituals as far as the bal-
ance between religious celebration and popular fiestas is concerned.
Priests have introduced a collective Mass in place of individual cele-
brations of girls’ birthdays, and they have criticized the spending of
money on these fiestas as aspects of consumerism and family “prota-
gonism” (in the sense of wanting to be a protagonist, over and above
others and at the center of attention). As discussed further below,
however, the CEBs’ discourse tends to privilege the message of the rit-
ual over its performance. And as I have already discussed, it privileges
objectification of reality over the sensory, personal/subjective, and
family experiences emphasized in the traditional Church and in the
charismatic movement.

The language used by priests who are inclined toward the CEBs re-
garding this celebration points to a particular construction of gender
subjectivity based on de-gendering the person in order to achieve hu-
manity. This is mirrored in the language of “defense of human rights”
used in Guadalajara during the recent development of civic and religious
movements. Extreme conservative civil-religious groups such as the
Fuerza de Alianza Opinión Pública have been defending human rights
of fetuses against abortion, with a clear idea of female subjectivity.
Meanwhile, the CEBs, influenced by the Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas,
have been advocating defense of indigenous people’s rights to be treated
as human and legitimate political actors (De la Torre 1998). But they
have not particularly engaged on gender-specific issues.

Through case studies, this chapter analyzes the ritual of the quince-
añera on three different levels: the form and content it assumes in the
discourse of the CEBs; the exegesis of the religious and sexual symbol-
ism connected with the celebration as part of a process of gender and
family identity; and finally, through a more detailed contextual analysis
of this exegesis through comparative case studies. Such analyses reveal
that the ritual’s symbolism is not fixed. Rather, different aspects of its
symbolic potential are stressed depending on a girl’s family relations and
status, as well as the negotiation of gender identity. And these in turn
shape a gendered subjectivity (Goddard 1996: 18).
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The Establishment of the Quinceañera Celebration
The custom of celebrating a girl’s fifteenth birthday is widespread in
Mexican society. It consists of a mass celebrated in the church in order
to give thanks to God, followed by a fiesta. The size of the party varies
according to the means of the family and the godparents. This celebra-
tion was originally a feast celebrated by upper- and upper-middle-class
families, but it is now common among lower sectors of the population,
too. In certain contexts in Polanco, deciding not to celebrate the feast
even if having the means to do so, or, conversely, being unable to cel-
ebrate it for economic reasons, can be read as signs of distinction or
difference, indicating high or low family status.

The origins of the quinceañera feast are unknown to people in Po-
lanco. There is no recollection of such a feast in accounts of the past by
old women. Middle-aged women remember that daughters of rich fam-
ilies in their villages of origin did celebrate the feast, but it was a custom
only of the gente de dinero (rich people). Women younger than forty
who were brought up in the city may have celebrated their fifteenth
birthdays, but it was usually a small family gathering without a real fiesta
afterward, and no special dress was bought or made for the occasion.4

In recent years, the celebration has gone out of fashion among the up-
per- and upper-middle classes in Guadalajara. Girls prefer to celebrate
their birthdays either at a disco or with a trip abroad, as do those living
in Mexico City (Lomnitz and Pérez Lizaur 1987: 166, 167). The fifteenth-
birthday celebration was originally celebrated as a ball—a girl’s presen-
tation to high society. The symbology used in the feast recalls elements
of European culture (for example, waltzes, performances of classicalmu-
sic, maids of honor, and pages). The assimilation of fashionable Euro-
pean trends into Mexican society can be traced back to the dictatorship
of Porfı́rio Dı́az (1876–1911), a time when Mexico’s indigenous heritage
was played down in favor of European and North American culture.

The first reports of quinceañeras appeared in the Sociales (social
events) section of Guadalajara newspapers in the early 1940s. There are
no church records since the ritual is not a sacrament. The fiesta was
celebrated in the house and was an occasion for making family connec-
tions manifest. It reinforced family status and social cohesion among
those of a specific class. Nowadays, press reports still present an ideal
model of the celebration with profuse commentary on the family’s
status, the importance of the guests, the beauty of the girl’s outfit, and
the luxury of the party or of the premises where the event takes place.
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This standard is unattainable by families in low-income neighborhoods
in Guadalajara, but still constitutes the standard referred to by the girls
and their families.

These ideals are also acquired through mass media and soap operas.
There is an important area of analysis, which I cannot fully discuss here,
focusing on how soap operas are a primary means throughwhich images
of lifestyles and consumption patterns become familiar to the low-
income population. It has been argued that they can have a creative
function since they allow a manipulation of hierarchical gender roles
(Vellinga 1986), and can represent a resistance to so-called happy rep-
resentations of traditional female roles (Ang 1985: 123). In the unfolding
of the narrative, those happy states are never easily achieved and are thus
continuously deferred. However, it is through soap operas that domi-
nant class values are transformed into hegemonic ones and acquired as
desirable styles and patterns of consumption for many in low-income
neighborhoods (reflected, for instance, in the choice of the girl’s dress
or the ritual paraphernalia for the feast celebration). The consumption
of soap opera indicates an area of manipulation of a dominant ideology,
as well as the formation of a language that shapes the interaction be-
tween different cultural groups (Lomnitz-Adler 1992: 27). This media
consumption is a hegemonic cultural space, strategic for the “reconcil-
iation of the masses and reabsorption of social differences”(Barbero
1993: 139).

The message that CEB-inclined priests have attached to the catechism
of this ritual in the colonia is directed against the ideal form of celebra-
tion, which is associated with individualist consumption and protagon-
ism. In the catechism class that takes place in the Parish of the Santa
Magdalena a few days before the celebration, some of these issues are
discussed and developed. Themes touched upon in the catechism revolve
around the physical and psychological changes that girls experience dur-
ing this period, and the different means at their disposal for becoming
active agents in the church community. The girls are taught by Nubia,
a female catechist, that a similar feast was celebrated in the time of the
Toltecs and Aztecs. Nubia stresses that at that time, girls who undertook
the celebration were ready to be chosen by a man of the tribe and taken
to the mountain. Soon after, they became pregnant for the sake of com-
munity reproduction.

However, the ‘ilusión de los quince’ (the dream of the fifteen-year-
old) is described as beyond these Mexican origins. In the catechism,
references are made to similar feasts celebrated at the beginning of the
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twentieth century in Jewish communities, and to the balls intended to
introduce girls into society celebrated by the upper-middle-class Euro-
peans in the nineteenth century. In this allusive way the subject of sex-
uality is introduced to the catechism class. The element of continuity
with the past, through the celebration of the feast, is related to a natural
female sexual status. An invention of tradition can be said to be taking
place. However, that continuity is not traced via the girl’s own mother
or grandmother. The catechist, and some of the girls, are aware that
older female relatives have not celebrated this feast. Nonetheless, the
celebration becomes a connection with the ancestors, a link with the
past that is acted out in the present. The prisms of belonging are often
embedded in a mythology of the past which, in order to exist, have to
be disembodied from direct kinship genealogy. In order to be possibly
imagined, a mythology cannot often incorporate the idiosyncrasy that
the present holds.

The Celebration: A Wedding without a Husband
The ritual of the quinceañera involves learning about gender identity
and the construction of the female body. It does not correspond exactly
to Van Gennep’s concept of a rite of passage (Gennep [1909] 1977). Nor
is it a process whose fluidity is counterpoised to a static social structure
(Turner 1974). While it is constituted by moments of separation, lim-
inality, and reincorporation in the stages of the mass and the fiesta, the
ritual is not obligatorily undertaken by all the girls in Polanco. They
acquire the status of being a woman even if they do not celebrate it. The
ritual does mark a passage into a socially recognized female status, be-
cause girls who have undergone it start to dress and talk in a different
way, as well as change their attitudes and their body language toward
the opposite sex. The ritual indicates ways in which a girl’s image is
constructed by the different actors involved; it also shapes the girl’s self-
perception and creates forms of social control over the female body.

The rite of passage starts with the mass. The girl arrives at the en-
trance of the church accompanied by her parents. She wears a ball dress,
preferably pink or peach. White is not fashionable, probably because it
is the color of real weddings, but some girls do wear it. The ideal style
of the dress is nineteenth century, with big round skirts, voile, embroi-
dery, and high-heeled shoes. Many families in Polanco cannot afford
this type of dress, so girls choose less expensive versions, often home-
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made by close relatives. Dresses are seldom bought in the specialized
shops in the city center. The girl’s hair is often carefully coiffed with
various trinkets such as small artificial flowers.

The girl, her parents, godparents, and chambelanos (male chaperons)
wait for the priest to come to the entrance of the church.5 Then the girl,
on her godfather’s arm, walks in a procession toward the altar following
the priest, while the chambelano walks just behind her. Tradition calls
for the girl to be surrounded by seven damas (ladies) and seven cham-
belanos, all dressed in the same way, but this is hardly ever the case in
Polanco celebrations. Whenever possible, there is at least one chambe-
lano. There may be a correlation between the ideal number of damas,
chambelanos, and the celebrated girl. Fourteen people (seven chambe-
lanos and seven damas) could stand for the fourteen years, while the
quinceañera herself represents the fifteenth year. The stress is therefore
on singularity: she represents the odd number, the individuality, every-
thing that stands out unmatched.

After the girl is led by her close relatives to the altar, she is left alone
to receive the mass. This part of the celebration can be interpreted as a
liminal stage in which the girl is recognized as a newly born mujercita
(little woman) both in the eyes of God and those close to her. When
the mass is over, the girl leaves her bouquets of fresh flowers for the
Virgin behind the altar. She then leaves the church arm-in-arm with her
chambelano. Although a quinceañera may have a secret boyfriend before
her fifteenth birthday, the chambelano is usually not the same person.
Normally he is a friend of the same age, or preferably a few years older,
but never younger than she is.

Being handed over to the chambelano is the first stage of the girl’s
reincorporation into the community after the ritual. The chambelano
behaves very differently from the way he behaves in everyday life. He
dresses up in a suit and tie, is very kind to the quinceañera, and often
arrives for the mass with flowers for her—acts which in another public
context, at that age, might be interpreted as showing a lack of mascu-
linity. The power relation between the quinceañera and her male coun-
terpart in this ritual shows that she has the leading role, especially in the
second part of the ritual, the fiesta. Like the separation, the reincorpor-
ation takes place via a protecting male, whose role is to defend the girl
from mixing with unfamiliar boys.

The quinceañera’s movements toward the male parallel the handing
over of the bride to her groom during the wedding celebration—which
will bring to a close the cycle begun by the quinceañera celebration. This
handing over is symbolized by the muertito, a little drama that takes
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figure 6. A quinceañera in front of the altar of Santa
Magdalena. (Photograph by the author.)

place in some wedding fiestas in low-income areas as well as in villages
of origin. First the groom is taken away by his male friends and stripped
of some of his clothes. He is then given back to the bride, who will have
to help him to dress again. The muertito represents how marriage ends
the time of indulgences—the time of parrandas—typical of a bachelor
lifestyle, and reinforces the image that the groom will be subject to the
exclusive care of his bride.

Most of the quinceañera fiestas that I witnessed in Polanco took place
at home, but I was also able to witness a few celebrations in the pueblos
of Totatiche (in Los Altos de Jalisco) and San Cristóbal de Chapala (see
Chapter 3). The phases of the ritual are always similar: food is given to
the guests after the opening dances, with the godparents served first.
Young guests come to the party especially to dance and drink. The quin-
ceañera dances to the opening music, first with her godfather and then
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with her father, or her maternal uncle if her father is absent. A typical
passage of the ritual is a special dance with the chambelano and, if pres-
ent, all of the chambelanos and damas together.

The quinceañera often choreographs a waltz routine that includes one
or more chambelanos. Some girls rehearse for up to three months to
learn the steps and to acquire enough confidence to perform in front of
a large number of friends and relatives. In her performance the quin-
ceañera often directs the movement of the chambelano, publically lead-
ing her male counterpart. When asked why they dance a waltz, quin-
ceañeras reply that it is somehow elegant, and that a quinceañera
without a waltz is not a real quinceañera. If the music was a cumbia
rhythm, there would be no difference between a quinceañera celebration
and any other fiesta.

Performance of the waltz is a powerful emotional experience. The girl
stands out on her own in the eyes of people, and fear of failing and
appearing clumsy are recurrent concerns. Nube recalled, “I was very
nervous about the waltz coming out fine. I was afraid about forgetting
the steps, of getting embarrassed in front of many people, but never in
my life will I forget this moment.” Although this dance (which I discuss
further below) is often interpreted by the clergy in Polanco as a mere
act—a form without a content, for the quinceañera it is an experience
of a new ability to perform in public. In this case, a gender performance
and embodiment of experience is read as a symbolic act, creating a ten-
sion between embodiment and representation.

The ritual also allows the expression of emotions connected with a
new self-identity. In fact, the girl’s tension usually fades as the dance
goes on and she beomes more self-confident. As the fiesta continues,
her parents, as well as her older brothers, will make sure that guests who
are drinking are kept under control so as to avoid unwanted quarrels
before the fiesta is over, which is usually around midnight. Throughout
the celebration, it is clear that the nervousness, excitement, and sense of
fulfillment that the ritual and fiesta can generate are a bodily and emo-
tional experience for the girls involved.

Religious Discourses: The Changing Form and
Content of Traditional Rituals
Anthropological readings of rituals as means of maintaining authority,
social control, and social cohesion are very similar to CEB attitudes
toward traditional rituals. The absence of, or lessened emphasis upon,
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certain rituals provides revealing evidence of different group identities
within a community. In Polanco, for example, Jehovah’s Witnesses do
not celebrate quinceañeras or rituals associated with the Virgin. This
imagery of the virgin is weaker among non-Catholic fundamentalist
groups. In Polanco, as in many other colonias in Guadalajara, there is
a relatively large community of Jehovah’s Witnesses (Fortuny 1991), and
young women’s attitudes toward childbearing are different from those
of non-Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Carla, a girl in her early twenties who was born and raised in a pueblo
in Hidalgo, is now living with a Jehovah’s Witness family in Polanco.
Her sense of personal worth clearly arises from her dedication to Je-
hovah. She does not envisage herself having children because she be-
lieves the time of the apocalypse is coming soon, and she feels the need
to dedicate herself completely to Jehovah’s cause. She is in love with a
boy who assists in the temple. She would like to marry him and go to
train in the Jehovah’s Witness center of El Belén in Mexico City. “The
world is changing,” she said. “Now is no longer the time to have chil-
dren. Instead it is necessary to build up something in the name of Je-
hovah. The love of a child, I know, is a strong spiritual [experience]. It
can be there, and it would not do me any harm, but one feels freer to
serve Jehovah without children.” Her goal is to marry: “To be fulfilled
as a woman is to be a wife. The Bible says ‘a man will leave his father
and mother and he will settle down.’ A wife must act both as mother
and father towards her husband—not by supporting himmaterially, but
by sharing his problems.”

From Carla’s perspective, the importance of her life’s project out-
weighs her desire for motherhood. This raises the point, which I can
only mention here, of how membership in fundamentalist religious
groups generates changes in female self-perception, and how their dis-
courses impinge on the construction of female identity and life cycles.
This often occurs partly in opposition to, but also coinciding with, a
dominant Catholic discourse.

To a certain extent, the CEBs also have an understanding of religious
rituals and popular celebrations which is distinct from more traditional
Catholic interpretations. Their goal, according to Padre Nemo, is to use
the symbols of popular religion, “and give them a new interpretation of
their real meaning.” In other words, the parishes’ political goal is to
infuse traditional and long-established rituals with new and, in their
view, truthful content. One celebration that has been thus transformed
by the Comunidades is that of the Virgin of Guadalupe, where, in ser-
mons and social drama, the Virgin becomes an Amazon helping to lib-
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erate the enslaved, rather than remaining the passive listener and con-
soler of human sadness portrayed in the images of the traditional
Church. The Virgin is a polysemic symbol in Mexico, and her imagery
can stand both for suffering which gives strength and legitimacy to
women (Melhuus 1992: 159) and for redemption of the community,
since the power of giving birth and caring for the well-being of children
can be seen as balancing out male political self-interest and corruption
(Martin 1990: 486).

The CEBs’ new metaphor of the Virgin fighting for social justice
imports a new sense of resistance to a traditional symbol. Moreover, the
fiestas promoted by the Comunidades focus on the communal gathering
rather than on the staged presentations, the food stalls, and the music.
The mass also is used to carry forward some evangelization on social
and political injustice while less money is spent on diversions associated
with those celebrations, such as fireworks and fairs. Some believers,
though, object to these changes, saying that the fiestas lack the ambience
they had back in their pueblo or rancho. Such believers often do not
participate so actively as before, and may stop participating altogether.
Consequently, the dismissal of traditional devices typical of village fi-
estas, and the introduction of new, socially and politically oriented con-
tent in the celebration of the Mass challenge the traditional Catholic
division between the mundane, the political, and the religious, and raise
questions about what a traditional celebration is, and who controls it.

Celebration of the quinceañera in Polanco raises issues about the new
content of traditional rituals. Since the quinceañera is not one of the
seven Catholic sacraments and is a relatively new ritual, its interpretation
is an open field. Catholic teaching stresses girls’ “closeness to nature,”
the purity of their bodies at the Mass providing a chance for them to
honor God for their having arrived “intact” at such a point in life; more-
over the Mass also stresses the duty to take a right path and become part
of the community by participating in different activities such as chil-
dren’s catechism, youth theater, choirs, and Comunidades.6 Failure to
participate in such community activities is interpreted as a lack of ma-
turity and an inability to accept the responsibility which is appropriate
to a mature Catholic person. The model of personhood imbued in such
evangelization is that of a preexisting unity that can be reachieved—a
fully conscious human instead of a model focused on specific gender
aspects and specificity.

Since the arrival of Padre Nemo and Padre Rodolfo, the quinceañera
celebration in Polanco has taken place in groups, but this communal
form of celebration has created tensions between personal and family
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empowerment, and community identity. Some families in Polanco have
decided to celebrate the quinceañera mass in a parish outside Polanco.
In Santa Magdalena, all the quinceañeras whose birthdays fall in the
same month go to mass on the last Saturday of that month. Padre Ro-
dolfo and Padre Jorge, emphasize in their sermons that the mass reaf-
firms the principle of the baptism as a renewed initiation into the life of
the Catholic Church.7 A former priest in Santa Magdalena, Padre Her-
milio, points out the problem the Church faces in understanding and
interpreting a new ritual that acquires importance in people’s lives.
However he, like the other priests in Polanco, emphasizes a search for
meaning, stressing the word above the act: “There is also—and we must
not forget it—a mentality which is not easy to change. It looks for the
celebration without catechism, the act without words. . . . Themajority
of the people want the mass as a step in order to celebrate the fiesta,
which is sometimes reduced to an expression of consumerism and of a
materialist society” (Cárdenas González 1987: 122, my translation).

The polarization between a meaningful act and a fiesta for its own
sake is drawn in the catechism used by the Comunidades. In fact, Padres
Rodolfo, Nemo, and Hermilio believe that the mass for the fifteenth
birthday entails a transformation of girls’ consciousness and focus of
action from familial and personal to communal levels. Padre Nemo and
Padre Rodolfo affirm that people need to overcome the individualistic/
egoistic tendencies which create protagonism. This celebration—to
them—becomes an opportunity for strengthening a sense of community
rather than an occasion for family status differentiation. In the words
of the priests, protagonism is associated with individualism, urban at-
omization, and materialist culture.

The resistance of part of the population to communal celebration
suggests that additional issues are at stake. Priests and their associates
understate the importance of the mass and the fiesta as experiences in
the process of the creation of female self-identity. The fifteenth-birthday
celebration is the girl’s special day, and as Padre Hermilio said, “If the
priests do not call her by name, it is not her mass.” Naming is one key
practice in the creation of self-identity, especially in the public space
outside the field of kinship relations (Cohen 1994). Naming gains even
greater significance in a culture where a girl’s name is very rarely used
when speaking about her. In Polanco, a girl may be referred to as “the
daughter of the woman who sells chickens,” “the daughter of those who
sell tacos,” “the daughter of my godfather,” and so on, which implies
that she is not recognized as a full person in her own right. Her identity
is not referred to by first name but in terms of her other attributes, her



140 BECOMING A MUJERCITA

location in the social space, and the social function of her parents or
close senior relatives. This is an important point: a process of individ-
uation and differentiation is taking place. Issues of renewed female re-
sponsibilities and accountability, discussed further in the following
chapter, emerge out of subtle incidences of individuation.

The celebration of this feast also highlights a tension between a young
woman’s desire for freedom and her family’s control over her. On one
hand, the girl is the center of the feast and expects subsequently to re-
ceive more freedom and independence. However, this is rarely the case,
and often family control actually becomes greater. Hence tensions high-
lighted in this celebration are not only about religious acts, but also
about family identity and communal celebration. As a form of differ-
entiation of family status, the fiestas constitute an important moment
for a girl’s self-identity and that of her family. Through the CEBs’ evan-
gelization, people are taught that fiestas involve “unnecessary” financial
commitments, but many families spend considerable amounts on quin-
ceañeras despite such criticism.

Becoming a Mujercita: The Time of la Ilusión

I shall now analyze the symbolism of the fifteenth-birthday celebration
in light of the heterogeneity of several case histories. Rituals bring about
experiences in the world rather than merely representing them. They are
performances both at an utterance level—verbal statements themselves
constitute action (Austin 1975)—and at a bodily level—as performative
imagination, movement, and orientation in an interpersonal space (Par-
kin 1992: 16). Moreover, symbolic and hermeneutic interpretations of
rituals have to be understood in the context of power relations between
the agents involved (Foster 1990).

In everyday conversation, the fifteenth year is referred to as the most
glorious for a girl. Phrases such as: “parece de quince” (“you look very
well”), “te pusieron como una de quince” (literally “they made you up
like a fifteen year-old,” meaning that the person has recovered com-
pletely from a disease) identify this age as a physically powerful stage.
In the imagery used by both young and older women, the fifteenth year
represents a period of dreamed possibilities, la ilusión de los quince. As
Nubia said, “You are like blossoming flowers. . . . What will shine is not
your dress, but your soul, the purity of your soul. . . . Now you can start
really to be somebody.” It is a time when girls hope to enjoy themselves
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before having to assume responsibility for their own family. The ex-
pression “la ilusión” is used to refer to this time of life by women of
various ages, but it can also be used by fathers in reference to their
daughters. This period continues throughout an engagement, so it re-
volves around a fantasy of what life, and especially love, can be. On the
other hand, the reality of life after marriage, as discussed in the next
chapter, is often disillusion.

In Chicano communities this condition of liminality is closely iden-
tified with the tension embodied in girls who are available for courtship
but not yet desirable as an object of sexual passion (Horowitz 1993: 267).
The quinceañera celebration coincides with the acknowledgement by the
family (especially the father) that a daughter is ready to have a sweetheart
(if she does not have one already). The father gives her permission, the
permiso de puerta, to see her boyfriend on the threshold of the house for
a set period of time during the evening. The frequency and length of
these visits depend on the strictness of the father, and the willingness of
the mother to cover for daughters when they bend or break the rules.

A girl is expected to fulfill family duties well before her fifteenth birth-
day and already knows house duties. The quinceañera ritual can mark a
transformation of appearance (as in the use of makeup and fashionable
clothes, for example), but that is part of an ongoing process that started
well before the age of fifteen. In this sense, the quinceañera celebration
embodies a process of transformation rather than being a clear-cut step
from one irreversible stage to another. In fact, during the fiesta the
quinceañera may receive presents ranging from perfumes, tights, and
makeup to teddy bears or other cuddly toys that mark a coexistence of
childhood and adolescent elements in this age of puberty.

Another noticeable change in a mujercita is her use of language. Some
expressions associated with the jargon of street play can no longer be
used, and becoming a mujercita is related to the mastery of a language
that avoids the use of uncontrolled, youthful expressions. But this con-
trol is not perceived as a move away from childhood. One quinceañera
named Angelica said, “Now it is necessary to know what one does and
why one does it and to be able to decide. But I still feel like a child. We
carry childhood within us and we never should lose it. For that reason
I like to play with my little sisters.”

The extent to which some elements of play and childhood are main-
tained after the age of fifteen depends on the girl’s personality, her re-
lation to the other sex, her role within the family, and also on the degree
of family control. In this sense the ritual does not point to a linear
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evolution but to coexisting, multiple, and sometimes antithetical female
aspects, and it does not just imprint a social status on the girl in question,
but also brings out the social relations of which she, as a person, is
composed (Strathern 1993: 48). Therefore, gender attributes are not just
added on to the person but are revealed at different points in time.8 This
revelation is part of the process through which active agents engage in
the process of formation of subjectivity.

Some mothers remarked to me that at this age daughters start to be
more selfish around their brothers and sisters. They become more help-
ful in the house, but also start to carve out their own private space, both
metaphorically and physically, even if their “territory” is just one corner
of a room that is often shared with other sisters. The process of becom-
ing a mujercita also takes place through becoming acquainted with spe-
cific female knowledge about such things as changes in bodily shape and
female cycles which is not to be shared with men, not even brothers or
fathers. The religious message of sexual purity connected to the ritual
relates to this body of knowledge.

The mass for a quinceañera is to thank God de no haber fracasado.
“Fracasar” literally means “to break down” and “break apart.” Meta-
phorically it can signify becoming pregnant and therefore losing virgin-
ity, as well as the failing of a relationship. In its first sense, this metaphor
reveals that the girl’s body is interpreted as an unpenetrated whole. Her
purity is a natural one that evokes the transparency of nature. When a
girl loses her virginity, she is considered broken, but it is a redeemable
state because becoming a mother is valued in itself, whether or not a
girl is married (Melhuus 1992: 175). The condition of fracasada also high-
lights the gendered bonds of patriarchal control. As Ruth Behar points
out, mothers can become active agents in the maintenance of patriarchal
laws of sexual control by objectifying their daughters while subjecting
them to a forced marriage, a system of exchange, to redeem an out-of-
wedlock pregnancy (Behar 1993: 282–283). Use of the term “fracasado”
as part of a patriarchal discourse is generated also through women-to-
women relations.

In the quinceañera celebration, through the symbolic values of the
elements used in the feast, the ritual constructs an image of female gen-
tleness, beauty, and magic outside of everyday reality. The dress, the
hairstyle, the cushions and champagne glasses that she may receive from
different godmothers—all refer to dimensions of purity in which both
class differences and the evilness (in terms of temptation) of the female
body are absent. Many of these items were not exchanged fifteen or
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twenty years ago. But although a relatively recent introduction, there is
now a thriving business in this paraphernalia, as well as an increasing
level of exchange between blood and fictive kin.9

The fifteenth-birthday celebration, as the beginning of the time of la
ilusión, suggests a whole female body celebrated in its integrity, unpe-
netrated by reality, and protected from penetration so as to enhance the
status and reputation of the family (Collier 1986: 101). It is also a con-
temporary, but not new, attempt to take control over the mystical pow-
ers of the female body, connected since Mexican and Spanish colonial
times to the powers of menstrual blood and female sexual forces (Behar
1987).

The integrity of a young woman is expected to last until her wedding
because sexual intercourse and reproduction are part of that reality as-
sociated with the end of a dreamed-of female freedom, and with the
subordination of a broken body to family control. But that is not always
the case, and there are several single mothers in Polanco. Families react
in various ways to pregnancies out of wedlock. If the father of the baby
does not want to marry the girl, she is forced to turn to her family.
Parents, and fathers especially, may react by having her leave the house
while she is pregnant, perhaps sending her to a relative’s house. After
the birth, however, she is accepted back into family life, her new status
as a mother granting her forgiveness. The one condition is usually that
she accept considerable limitations on her social freedom.

If for a girl the time of la ilusión is related to ideas of enjoyment and
male kindness during courtship, the representation of the time of the
reality is characterized by female suffering, male jealousy, and lack of
care. Girls of fifteen know that the time of reality is associated with
aspects of female suffering and male betrayal—even if they insist that
they will marry only a man who will not make life miserable. The ex-
perience and imagery associated with the time of la ilusión thus seem to
suggest a willing suspension of disbelief rather than belief in the exis-
tence of a different kind of gender relation, and it highlights the im-
portance of delaying and withholding in the negotiation of gender po-
sitions. It is possible that a girl may indulge in behavior and fantasies in
accordance with la ilusión de los quince, and in the eyes of older people,
she is not opposing reality but simply deferring it. So, paradoxically, the
quinceañera celebration is an experience of self-empowerment, begin-
ning the time of la ilusión, associated with wider freedom, more re-
sponsibility, and the possibility of courtship, but also a symbol of con-
trol over the female body, and the deferral of the breaking of its integrity.
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In the interplay between emergent and residual values, the gendered
body can be broken by uncontrolled sexuality at the same time as the
social body, as discussed in the previous chapter, can be broken by the
mischievousness of human intentions and the lack of social solidarity.

The dynamic of family control and status opened by the quinceañera
celebration often creates tensions between individual and familial iden-
tity. Weighing the choice of whether or not to invest resources in a feast,
especially in families with limited means, is just one example of such
tensions. In some people’s villages of origin, the feast is celebrated by
families hoping to reaffirm their status and their sense of being part of
the village, even if the celebrated girl would have preferred to use the
money for something else, such as a separate room in the house.

Even if the Catholic symbolism of the quinceañera celebration relates
to a girl’s virginity, the ritual can be experienced apart from such amean-
ing. Sometimes the reality of a girl’s life is discordant with much of the
ritual’s symbolic meaning. Such was the case of Tania, a pregnant girl
who celebrated her fifteenth birthday and married a few months later.
Everyone in the family, as well as the priest, knew about Tania’s pre-
gancy, but the celebration took place nonetheless. The feast was cele-
brated in a lower key than Tania would have expected if she had not
been pregnant. The chambelano was her fiancé, and she danced thewaltz
as would any other quinceañera. She had daydreamed for so long about
this event that being pregnant was not enough to prevent it from taking
place.

The celebration of the ritual of becoming a mujercita cannot be de-
nied to a girl because she is pregnant, even if unmarried pregnant
women should not be celebrated in public, and should not take part in
other public rituals. But the experience of being celebrated in the ritual,
and the enactment of daydreams, can be stronger than the symbolic
message of virginal purity that the ritual embodies in the social and
religious context. In this case, the reality of a symbolically broken body
coexists with the representation of a time of la ilusión in which the
female body is on a symbolic level still unbroken. This coexistence in-
dicates that there is room to maneuver around issues of female sexuality
and virginity. Protecting or relinquishing female virginity has been de-
scribed as a tactic where women are not just passive victims of predatory
out-of-wedlock sexual advances, or mere symbols of family honor.
Women, through control of their virginity, can leave the family house-
hold and establish their own, and they may break accepted codes of
behavior for their own advantage (Goddard 1996: 158).

Hence, not merely dreamlike but also real time after marriage can be



BECOMING A MUJERCITA 145

read as an articulation of values that create meanings out of, and inspire,
particular tactics within everyday life. Much of this articulation is at the
level of social and personal imagery. The latter is difficult to research
using anthropological methods because it is often part of that which is
left unsaid. Moore (1994) has stressed that the representative aspect of
gender—that is, the imaginative and performative—needs to be re-
represented and re-signified through social action such as rituals. This
is because the experience of the engendered body often resists social
discourse, which imposes a regime of intelligibility of the body itself.
The ritual of the quinceañera and the time of la ilusión which the ritual
initiates can be understood as imaginative experiences in which gender
categories are re-represented and sometimes resisted; they embody fan-
tasies of identity that relate to certain forms of power and agency within
and between gendered subjects (Moore 1994: 66). They are articulated
in a language of evocation that builds upon and reproduces gender in-
equalities to a certain degree (Melhuus and Stølen 1996: 271). However,
this articulation, when shifted from evocation to re-representation and
the appropriation of gender imagery in everyday life, can also become
empowering for women (Behar 1993).

In conclusion, the quinceañera fiesta is not a gesture without words,
a meaningless or consumptive pattern; it is a real experience of a dream-
like time. The Comunidades’ emphasis on community rather than on
the importance of individual performative acts overlooks the relevance
of the drama and performance (Turner 1982) as expressions of distinct
goals for specific people (Parkin 1992: 17). The performative aspect be-
comes central when the quinceañera celebration fails to correspond to
its social and religious approved meanings (as in Tania’s example) and
also explains why many girls decide to celebrate their fifteenth birthdays
in parishes outside the colonia, thus opting out of the communal cele-
bration. The celebration, through the emotional experience and the sym-
bolism of the fiesta, the waltz, and the dress, formally introduces girls
into a new sexual world, and at the same time defends them from it.
But the experience of the ritual cannot be read just at the level of sym-
bolic meaning. It has to be understood through the idiosyncratic aspects
of particular sets of social relations.

Celebrating or Not Celebrating
As I have mentioned, not every girl in the colonia celebrates her fifteenth
birthday. The decision about whether or not to celebrate has to do with
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both class and gender identity. When the family is eager to celebrate the
daughter’s fifteenth birthday, the fiesta can take various forms. Themost
expensive involves the nuclear family, godparents, and other members
of the extended family pooling resources to rent a ballroom. Similar
expenses are encountered in fiestas held in the village of origin of one
or both of the quinceañera’s parents. Opting to celebrate life rituals in
the village rather than in Polanco not only informs the community of
the status and prestige carried by the migrant family, but also reinforces
prisms of belonging on the part of the offspring, even if they were, as
is often the case, born in the city. A process of imagination of belonging
translates into popular cultural practice via the celebration of the ritual.
In these circumstances, the parents may express the wish that one day
the quinceañera will marry someone from the village. In other cases, the
celebration may take place in the open air, on a farm that a relative or a
godfather has put at the disposal of the family. However, in most cases
the party is held in the family home, and a stereo system and lighting
are rented, or a band is paid to play live music. If the family cannot
afford the fiesta, or is not keen on the celebration, the birthday may be
celebrated with a generous meal at home among close relatives.

The main reason why some girls celebrate their quinceañera and oth-
ers do not is economic: the cost varies, but if there is live music, a family
will spend close to 1.5 million pesos (equal to about $500 before the 1994
peso devaluation).10 If a girl’s parents can’t afford the fiesta on their own,
resources are pooled within the extended family. Often godparents help
to cover costs by buying the dress or the food, or paying for the music.
Financial difficulty is not, however, the only factor that can prevent the
celebration from taking place.

Some girls who do not celebrate their fifteenth birthday prefer to
spend the money in a different way, such as on a trip to the beach.
Others might choose to put the money into savings and eventually buy
a car. Choosing not to celebrate a girl’s fifteenth birthday in well-off
families is a sign of distinction of family status both within the colonia
and within the villages of origin. Families such as that of Don Jesús
Ortega (see Chapter 2), whose members, both female and male, have
achieved a high degree of educational and professional status and who
are highly respected within the neighborhood, look down on such a
feast. The professional status of the Ortega sisters has put their relation-
ships with men in a different perspective. For this family a quinceañera
celebration in Polanco would not have been a sign of distinction because
public recognition of the daughters’ availability for courtship was not a
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priority for them at the age of fifteen, but only later, after they had
finished their education. A fifteenth-birthday feast would not have im-
proved their status within the community, but would have lowered the
family to a social level to which it did not want to belong. The Ortega
family’s decision could be seen as an attempt at both individual and
family emancipation from communal identity. For them, the impor-
tance of a personal career has replaced the importance of ritual.

Given this context, the celebration of the quinceañera in Polanco can
be interpreted in two ways. It is a demonstration of family status and
prestige in the eyes of neighbors and of the branches of the extended
family. However, it can also be regarded, by the middle classes espe-
cially, as a vulgar celebration that enhances certain aspects of female
identity, emphasizing particular patterns of development of female life
and sexuality. This is often the case, as observed in other parts of urban
Mexico, when improved female education is connected to an older age
of marriage and improved socioeconomic status (Levine and Sunderland
Correa 1993).

Many girls in low-income colonias populares fantasize about their
quinceañera celebration, but by no means all of them. Some are partic-
ularly interested in the celebration of the mass, and the holding of a
family gathering for such an occasion. Other girls privilege the impor-
tance of the fiesta over the experience and content of the mass. Girls
who have dropped out of school at an early age and those who are still
studying tend to emphasize quite different meanings attached to the
ritual. Girls in school are more protected by the family than girls who
are already working, and they often have to decide between studying or
having a boyfriend (courtship on a regular basis occupies part of every
evening). In most cases, girls’ freedom of movement after she turns
fifteen is reduced because she can see her boyfriend only in the presence
of a third person (such as a little brother).

Milena, the fifteen-year-old daughter of Cuca and Juan—two active
members of the Movimiento Familiar Cristiano, a relatively traditional
Catholic group—had been daydreaming about her quinceañera celebra-
tion since she was twelve, and her parents had always encouraged the
idea. She had dropped out of school because she was bored, but was
not working. Six months before her birthday Milena started to think
seriously about it. She looked at dresses, saved up a part of her weekly
pocket money, and found a part-time job to help pay for some of the
expenses.

Milena had been seeing her boyfriend, who lived two blocks away,
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since she turned fourteen. Her parents allowed her to see him, but in-
sisted that they meet in front of the house and that she should not go
to any fiesta with him. Since having a boyfriend, she had dropped other
male friendships. Even her female friendships had been reduced; she
and her boyfriend both considered female gathering a source of unpleas-
ant gossip. For Milena, her fifteenth birthday seemed like the moment
to take the right path: “Up to now I have felt confused. I can be led
astray by friends. But after my fifteenth, I will be able to see what is
more appropriate.”

Nubia teaches girls that part of becoming a mujercita includes a new
awareness of male intentions, so that the girls do not let themselves be
manipulated, and they learn to choose. Milena did not trust her boy-
friend to take her out on her own before her fifteenth birthday. This
echoes the gender consciousness of the offspring of migrants in com-
parison to the consciousness imputed to women by Maximiliano (see
his account on the urban experience in Chapter 2), who was brought
up in the rancho. Once again, we can see that coming to the city or
having been brought up in the urban space has specific transformative
effects in the representations and perceptions of gender relations and
individual consciousness.

Milena’s case highlights areas of change in male/female relationships.
The saying “Se robó la novia” (he snatched away the girlfriend) is still
used to refer to a boyfriend kidnapping his girlfriend to go and live with
her out of wedlock. Thus, this expression, and the performative act
around it, is part of a style of localism that exists in both the urban
situation as well as in the pueblos and ranchos. However, the way young
women in Polanco talk about this localist style is changing. The impli-
cation is that it still exists, but that girls are also in charge, rather than
it being a unilateral decision made by boys for girls. The expression “Se
fueron” (they went) is now also used to show that the couple were
together by mutual consent. Localist styles of acting out gender relations
are challenged by moments of reflection like the one inspired byMilena’s
perplexities, but they continue to exist in an urban context.

Like many girls in the colonia, Milena was not sure that the family
could actually afford the celebration until a few weeks before the date.
But eventually, with the help of relatives and godparents, her quince-
añera was celebrated, and special guests included some couples from the
Movimiento Familiar Cristiano. The attitude ofMilena’s mother toward
the celebration was a mixture of pride and worry. Cuca feared that Mil-
ena would get married too soon after her fifteenth birthday because she
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had already been going out with her boyfriend for a while. Her concern
was that “she would stick to the first,” making the same mistake as her
mother, who regretted having stepped into married life so young and
inexperienced.

Milena’s power and role within family life changed visibly a few
months after her quinceañera. She was more often in charge of the
housework, and although she used to play and argue with her younger
sister, now she calls her “mi hija” (my daughter), a term of affection also
used to mark a status difference.11 Milena also behaves differently toward
her father. She used to hug or kiss him before he left for work, but now
she is physically distant with him. She often complains that her brothers
do not take her out to fiestas because girls might mistake her for one of
their girlfriends.

The case of Sabrina is different. The eldest of Alfonso’s four children,
she did not consider celebrating her fifteenth birthday with a fiesta. Al-
fonso, a coordinator of the Comunidades as well as the Movimiento
Familiar Cristiano, had to leave his job because of health problems. The
household economy is tight, but the children’s education is a priority.
Sabrina and her parents hope that she will be able to attend the univer-
sity. Sabrina’s parents’ experience in the Comunidades made them sen-
sitive to the priority of the mass over the fiesta. Her mother, Elsa, said,
“There is no need to spend so much on a fiesta. What is more important
is the mass in order to give thanks to God, and to have a small family
gathering. There are many people who get into debt in order to have a
good fiesta, but it is better to spend the money on schooling.” This
message was assimilated by the daughter, who asked just to celebrate
the mass. She was aware that her father works only part-time, but that
her parents were doing their best to support her higher education.

Sabrina never had a secret sweetheart, but after her birthday, she
asked her father for permission to date a schoolmate who had asked her
out. She clearly stated that she was not going to lose her mind over him.
Her energy and efforts were fixed on finishing her current classes and
possibly going to university. Instead of spending money on celebrating
her quinceañera, she preferred to save up for a small car.

A few weeks before her birthday, Sabrina was surprised when her
parents (particularly her father) insisted that they celebrate her fifteenth
birthday. Alfonso was aware from his experience in the Comunidades
that he did not need to spend a great deal of money, and that other
people in the parish would understand. However, Sabrina is the first of
his four children, and his only daughter. For Alfonso, it was important
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that his daughter—toward whom, in Sabrina’s words, he is extremely
protective and jealous—should celebrate her quinceañera. Her father is
very strict with her and justified his insistence on the celebration by
stating he wanted his daughter to have a nice memory of her quince,
and that, after all, Sabrina is his consentida (favorite). In the end Sabrina
was delighted to celebrate her quinceañera—even if at home and with
reduced costs—because she enjoyed being the center of attention.

The cases of Ester and Julia suggest that a relative prominence of the
mass or the fiesta in the quinceañera celebration revolves around greater
or weaker family control over the girl’s sexual body. Ester has been
working since she was ten and now cleans a shop. She is not able to
read and write properly, but she appears to be very witty and looks older
than she is because she uses makeup and wears tight clothes with con-
fidence. Ester was born in a casa chica.12 Since she was young, she has
had to find ways to earn money and help her mother, brother, and sisters
with the precarious economy of the household. She looks somehow
more experienced than her years. She has had a boyfriend since she was
twelve, and parties with friends until late at night. Neighbors comment
that she hangs around with different male friends, and her mother ad-
mits she cannot control her very easily: “She is very rebellious. Some-
times I cannot bring her inside at ten, but at eleven. . . . She wants to
enjoy herself, but needs to realize that if she finds herself with something
[that is, pregnant], then I will not be responsible. She will be.”

The godfather and sponsor of her quinceañera celebration was sup-
posed to be one of her former employers, but at the last minute he
withdrew, although he did donate some meat. So Ester borrowed a
wedding dress from a friend, bought some shoes, and paid for themusic.
After the fiesta, the family was completely broke, and was probably skip-
ping meals, but they had spent more on the fiesta (they hired a live
band) than other better-off families in Polanco. For Ester, the mass was
not so important; it was the fiesta that she really cared about. However,
she seemed disappointed at the way the fiesta turned out because toward
the end there were a few fights, and the music was not as good as she
had expected. She also expressed disappointment that almost none of
her extended family, who were expected to come, actually attended.

The glamorous component of a quinceañera celebration, one in stark
contrast to her everyday life, seemed to be Ester’s strongest motivation
for celebrating her fifteenth birthday. Ester’s case shows an aspect of
femaleness that claims freedom and pleasure, and rejects subordination
to parental authority. Ester’s precocious habits, her relationship with
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her mother, and the family’s careless housekeeping have been criticized
by the neighbors. She is not seen as having honor, nor is her family.
These are some of the reasons given by neighbors for not attending the
feast, implying an isolation of certain types of families from the shared
space of other neighboring families. Thus, the celebration of the fiesta
is an important moment when familial and individual processes of iden-
tity emerge and merge in the space of the colonia. The celebration be-
comes an articulation of individual and familial identities with urban
identities. The space of the colonia is not a neutral space where the
celebration happens, but as already mentioned, is created by the lived
experience and by the rhythm of social practices.

Juana seems to be Ester’s opposite. She lives around the corner from
Ester, and her family’s control over her is much stronger. She is studying
to be an accountant and is not allowed to go out with friends. She spends
a lot of time at home and is described as very responsible by themembers
of her family. She wears fashionable clothes and light makeup, but with-
out being provocative. Juana has two older sisters and an older brother
who pooled money to buy her a quinceañera dress and pay for renting
a sound system and lighting equipment. Her father, a chief building
worker, bought everything else needed for the party. Although it lacked
a live band, Juana’s fiesta was considered a success by her family and
friends. In contrast to Ester’s case, the unity of Juana’s family and its
respectability among neighbors contributed to the positive realization
of the feast.

Juana especially enjoyed the mass and having all of her family around
her. After the celebration she described the emotional intensity of being
near the altar and receiving her mass. Now she wishes to have more
responsibility and to commit herself fully to her study and work. Her
mother is protective toward her because she feels that now she has to
keep an eye on her—not because she worries about Juana herself, but
about the boys who could take advantage of her. In her words, “If the
girl has more than one boyfriend, people will talk badly about her af-
terwards. But the boys can have more than one girlfriend at the same
time!” In respecting her family’s rules, and accepting the need to be
protected from the danger of male sexual intentions, Juana—unlike Es-
ter, who seems to encourage dangerous encounters—ideally embodies
the symbolic meaning of the celebration of a quinceañera: submission,
virginity, and control of the female body, which requires appropriate
dress, language, and social relationships with the same and the opposite
sex.
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The cases of Ester and Juana show that this rite of passage entails
tensions between different aspects of male and female sexuality. Female
sexuality is seen as something to be controlled, to be kept away from
wandering males. But at the same time virility is measured in relation
to a man’s capacity to attract and dominate the opposite sex (Wade 1994:
129). Of course, female sexuality, when it is actively expressed in circum-
stances of male wandering, becomes threatening to family order because
it is deceitful and uncontrolled (Martin 1990: 478). Nevertheless, some
girls may actively look for sexual encounters. The quinceañera celebra-
tion, then, becomes a theater for different, and often opposed, female
identities, as is the case in other rites of passage related to female puberty
(Wilson 1980: 621). It also reveals a socioeconomic stratification within
the colonia, where some girls’ celebrations translate into a power related
to female sexuality, or to female education for the reproduction or ame-
lioration of family status.

The cases of Milena, Sabrina, Juana, and Ester show that the same
ritual can enhance different aspects of womanhood in relation to the
lifestyles and religious beliefs of girls’ families. A celebration held by a
family involved in the Comunidades (such as Sabrina’s) tends to be less
glamorous than one held by those only involved in more traditional
religious groups (for instance, Milena’s family), because money may be
saved instead for a daughter’s education or the acquisition of valuable
commodities.

Traditional Ritual, Multifaceted Experiences
A traditional ritual—such as the quinceañera celebration and celebra-
tions of the Virgin—can acquire new meanings, as in the language of
the CEBs. Those new meanings suggest a priority of communal identity
over family and individual protagonism, and represent the Virgin as a
fighter for, rather than just a consoler of, the poor. These shifts in lan-
guage are aimed to help break distinctions between the sacred and pro-
fane, and to help people see everyday life as part of the sacred, which
manifests in a spirit of being the Church through communal activities
(Levine 1992: 146). Nevertheless, some priests and their assistants search
for meanings, indicating a tendency to reject an “act without words”
(Cárdenas González 1987) and criticizing and confining traditional fi-
estas to their functional role of emphasizing the family as a competitive
unit that wishes to increase its social status.
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The quinceañera celebration clearly carries a meaning of social dif-
ferentiation and transformation of female social status and gender rela-
tions; however, the ritual also constitutes an important moment in the
process of female identity and self-perception because it opens up a time
of negotiation within the family concerning control over, and definition
of, the female sexual body. This cycle ends with married life, when the
time of la ilusión—of suspended disbelief—can be extended no longer.
And, even more, the preservation of the integrity of the female body
has often been read as the reproduction of the integrity of a nation.

That is to say, as discussed in the next chapter, government rhetoric
in Mexico commonly addresses women’s issues only in terms of
women’s roles as mothers and caretakers. Women have been the repro-
ducers of the domestic sphere that the nation has constructed (Craske
1999), as for instance in the rationalization of female domesticity via
legislation over activities in the domestic and educational sphere
(Vaughan 2000). Nonetheless, recent female participation in party and
grassroot politics in Mexico has shown that the style of female political
participation is changing. By challenging traditional community values
and using them strategically for a female-oriented political agenda (Mar-
tin 1990), women are slowly becoming more visible political actors. The
recent increase in visibility of women in politics and their participation
in electoral reforms has translated into new public discussions, including
the defense of pregnant women’s right to work (Rodrı́guez 1998: 8). Of
course, Catholic discourses are still a central arena of tension between
women’s reproduction (and consumer) roles and women’s rights as so-
cial actors.

At the micro-level of the barrio, representations of female subjectivity
and body are molded into religious discourses, but not without tensions.
In fact, the discourse of the CEBs—which often de-emphasizes issues
of gender hierarchy in favor of ideals of the commonality of the poor—
fails, to a certain extent, to grasp the importance of the body and the
embodied experience of the ritual in the process of female identity and
the creation of female subjectivity. A tension between religious discur-
sive practice and gender performativity continues to develop.

At the same time, however, Church evangelization emphasizes the
roots of the ritual in a mythical past, rather than stressing the singularity
of specific pueblos or ranchos. A communal memory—one of a past in
action—is enhanced via the performance of a life ritual. The perform-
ances of life rituals are thus a very important part of understanding the
prisms of belonging in urban Mexico. Those prisms emerge in specific
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negotiations of knowledge, while bringing to the foreground particular
cultural meanings, and often localist styles of cultural performance and
domains of personhood. Moreover, as already discussed in terms of the
migrant experience, they are also about losses, and both the validation
and the invalidation of one’s own experience.

At a symbolic level the success of a quinceañera celebration depends
on how well la ilusión is dramatized in the experience of the ritual. The
drama of the ritual constructs the female body through virginal images
(of candor and purity) and metaphors of the body as a vessel that should
be preserved intact until marriage. Family unity, and the respectability
of the family and of the girl’s reputation, are also factors that shape the
success of the fiesta. The time of la ilusión, which begins with the ritual,
indicates the new complexity of female identity. Girls acquire new re-
sponsibilities toward their families, while at the same time, their desire
to engage in courtship demands a loosening of family control. Although
within the ritual girls are symbolically handed over to the male domain,
they also experience self-empowerment. After the ritual, however, their
freedom is often reduced, as is their autonomy in relation to the male
domain, and this tighter control is one of the causes of early marriage.
The ritual thus implies discontinuities as well as continuities in the pro-
cess of becoming a mujercita.

Forms of resistance to family authority reveal tensions between dif-
ferent gendered attributes. Those differences can also be seen when fam-
ilies choose not to celebrate the ritual, as in the case of better-off families
in Polanco in which female choice privileges individual, professional
training above marrying and forming a family at an early age. The so-
cioeconomic condition of a family influences not only whether the quin-
ceañera is celebrated or not, but how it is interpreted. This is becoming
more noticeable as female education is increasingly seen as a gateway
for the improvement of women’s lives and the household conditions in
many working-class families.

The exegesis of the ritual cannot be reduced, as the CEBs discourse
implies, to its functionalist elements of family status differentiation and
consumption. On the other hand, the ritual cannot be fully understood
solely in terms of its symbolic level of marking sexual boundaries and
helping to construct the female body as a vessel which needs to be de-
fended from male philandering. The ritual is a performative act, an ex-
perience which may or may not be part of the process of the creation of
female self-identity, and which reveals—even in its absence—different
forms of female subjectivity shaped within particular sets of family and
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social relations. In fact, the indigenous exegesis of the ritual (and its
absence) needs to be understood within the context of particular sets of
family relations—which are heterogeneous—and also within differing
contexts of religious discourse and perceptions of class and status, given
that economic and other considerations affect peoples’ decisions about
whether or not to celebrate the occasion, and if so, on what scale.

Finally, the quinceañera ritual can be read as an arena of emergent
and residual cultural formations where, as previously discussed, “the
locally residual can be confused with the generally emergent” (Williams
1977). In a language of Catholic evangelization, and in its concern with
the fiesta’s potential for consumption and increased atomization of the
community, the celebration is read as a residual formation. Populari-
zation of a higher-class form of introduction to society does not chal-
lenge dominant ideas of gender relations and subjectivity; they only
reappropriate their forms with a “new” local language. However, the
celebration can also be read as an emergent form that shows a potential
alternative to dominant discourses of female subjectivity, as submitted
to family and local control. Emerging through urban prisms of belong-
ing, a stress on female performance and display can embrace a wider
complexity of meaning and embodied experiences that do not only cel-
ebrate female virginity and subordinated control, but also the potential
for female individuation and desire. A pull to modernity is part of the
construction and imagining of a tradition. At the intimate level of in-
tersubjective family and community interaction, the simple dynamics of
whether and how to celebrate such a ritual offer fascinating insights into
the everyday paradoxes of modernity in urban Mexico.
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chapter 6

Neither Married, Widowed,
Single, or Divorced
Gender Negotiation, Compliance, and Resistance

The dumb silence of apathy, the sober silence of solemnity,
the fertile silence of awareness, the active silence of perception,
the baffled silence of confusion, the uneasy silence of
impasse, the muzzled silence of outrage, the expectant silence
of waiting, the reproachful silence of censure, the tacit silence
of approval, the vituperative silence of accusation, the eloquent
silence of awe, the unnerving silence of menace, the peaceful
silence of communion, the irrevocable silence of death illustrate
by their unspoken response to speech that experiences exist
for which we lack the word.

Leslie Kane, Language of Silence

Soledad: ¿Valentina, por qué no has tenido hijos todavı́a?
(Valentina, why haven’t you had children yet?)

Me: Bueno..mmm..no es el tiempo todavı́a. (Well . . . it is not
the right time yet.)

Soledad: ¡Es porque eres cobarde! (It is because you are a
coward!)

Mastery of representation can no longer be achieved (Taussig 1993: 237),
but I hope I have been engaging the reader in the promised unfolding
and interlinking of different levels of ethnographic analysis. This final
chapter recalls the tension surrounding the writing of an anthropological
urban study on identity focusing on processes of subject formation and
knowledge negotiation, but without doing away with the phenome-
nological dimension of experience altogether.1 As I pointed out in the
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previous chapter, gender processes are a looking glass that highlights
tensions of modernity, its local, mundane, everyday openings, and also
one way to engage with both levels of analysis. I aim here to focus on
female subjectivity as well as the contradictory nature of female experi-
ences. In the process I address issues of suffering, language, and trans-
formation through contradictions between images, meanings, and en-
gendered life experiences. I also analyze gendered demands and desires,
as well as positions in the work place and the community. A comple-
mentary thread which I also try to explore in this final chapter is the
relation between gender identity and the experience of not-knowing,
which I see as a condition of being void of knowledge rather than as a
condition of ignorance, or a denial of knowledge.

Gender studies on Latin America have shown that female identity
and virtue have been acquired through the presence of a male figure and
through motherhood (Melhuus 1992: Levine 1993a; Bohman 1984).
They are shaped in continuity with traditional gender roles which por-
tray women as subordinate to their husbands and as good caretakers of
their children. The Mexican state has rationalized the domestic sphere
since the 1930s through a range of female-targeted projects on health,
nutrition, and education. This state intervention from 1930 to 1960
viewed women, and especially rural women, as ignorant victims of their
living conditions and therefore as objects in need of state policy rather
than active subjects able to formulate women-centered projects
(Vaughan 2000). In general, motherhood has been the key area through
which women’s issues have been addressed in Mexican social state pol-
icy, but women’s presence and participation in urban social movements
have begun to challenge this image of female passivity (Massolo 1992).
One of the subjects I examine here is how motherhood shapes gender
relations in a colonia popular such as Polanco.

Female identity formation in urban Mexico is dominated by moth-
erhood and concerns different degrees of embeddedness and nonsepar-
ation—in matters of sin and responsibility—which define gender
boundaries and shape of power relations within particular family sets.
Morality and change in contemporary Mexico point out the importance
of examining the relationship between power and values in gender iden-
tity and discourse, and distinguishing a power that is negotiated be-
tween gendered subjects from power that permeates gender relations
and imagery (Melhuus and Stølen 1996: 231). However, I believe an
exclusive focus on meaning and symbolism misses a third but important
step in the unfolding of gendering processes: the embodiment of ex-
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perience. Hence, in this chapter I acknowledge that traditional aspects
of gender relations—namely, female suffering and the woman’s uncon-
ditional dedication to the husband, as well as theman’s status as provider
and seat of authority—are being challenged by young women who wish
to develop their own skills or choose a life of religious conversion, and
by young men who want to enjoy themselves. However, I also wish to
stress that other forms of resistance as well as compliance—as expressed
through gossip, life crises, and sickness (a bodily experience and ex-
pression)—can be interpreted, to a certain extent, as creative redefini-
tions of gender positions and relations.

These different perceptions and strategies are not designed to over-
turn traditional gender roles. Processes of change are not linear in the
way conceived by some authors who see traditional values of self-
abnegation and suffering for the family giving way to new priorities of
autonomy and self-sufficiency (Levine 1993a). A critique of traditional
aspects of womanhood is rarely implied by women as a claim for their
rights: womanhood is still seen as something acquired through moth-
erhood and wifehood, but the forms and the boundaries implied are
shifting. And this shifting reshapes the relationship between practical
and strategic interests. The meaning of practical gender interests is re-
defined in terms of the experience of strategic gender interests, since
women’s interests cannot be identified irrespective of their subjective
positions as actors,2 and a process of identity formation (Molyneux 1998:
233).

However, a focus on meaning-making and the shifting of boundaries
should not gloss over an existing incapacity and an uneasiness in defining
both the boundaries themselves and the ways in which those boundaries
are extended to national, regional, and group identities. As already dis-
cussed, intimate cultures draw attention not only to the boundaries be-
tween the self and the other that emerge in differences between hege-
monic or subordinate cultures, but also to the creative process of a
mutual referentiality and internal coherence as bonds which make a par-
ticular cultural identity shared and understood (Lomnitz-Adler 1992).
The question of the creation of bonds of understanding which can or
cannot be shared, as well as the definition and shifting of boundaries,
are as important in the prisms of belonging as they are in gender identity
and discourse. If, in contemporary Mexico, female identity has been
defined in opposition to the male one, while male identity is defined as
a continuum in a position relative to other men (Melhuus 1996), the
redefinition of female identity embraces both the relations of difference
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and complementarity with men and among women, as well as an un-
derstanding of exactly what that redefinition is or can be.

Controlling through Nurturing and Service:
A Form of Traditional Compliance and Resistance
Motherhood has long been considered a central focus of Mexican social
practice and political discourse, and motherhood, nurturing, and issues
of survival have been central concerns in women’s political participation
(Kaplan 1982; Martin 1990). In the political discourse of the Mexican
state, motherhood has been the central focus for government action on
women’s issues and has been used to incorporate women (via their nur-
turing role) in existing political structures (Craske 1993: 140). Mother-
hood had been considered a central feature of the Mexican woman in
earlier culture and personality analyses (Dı́az 1966; Dı́az Guerrero 1975),
which highlighted the fact that mothers seemed to receive support,
status, and protection in old age from their children rather than from
their husbands, and where the mother-son relationship appeared
stronger in terms of intimacy and psychological dependence than that
of the father-son relationship (Hunt 1971).

Once again, however, we can see that essentialist psychological cat-
egories do not further an understanding of specific social change and
gender identity.3 It has been observed, instead, that we should under-
stand how, in lower-income urban areas, mothers—especially in single-
parent households4—invest symbolic capital in their children (Mahar
1992). By investing resources in their children’s education, women im-
prove their reputations within the neighborhood and build up both a
network outside the household and strong bonds within it that are cru-
cial for their present and future statuses (Mahar 1992: 288–289). Invest-
ing social capital is a strategy of identity.

Traditional womanhood is attributed by women to other women
who “endure everything that the husband does to them and live for their
children.” It implies particular care for the welfare of children, self-
denial, and manipulation of the male spouse (Levine and Sunderland
Correa 1993a: 204); it also implies a practice of service to (especially
male) children, and the role of acting as a link between children and
father. Through service, women actively control the feelings and actions
of their kin. This element of motherhood becomes a form of controlling
through nurturing. The act of giving oneself away through service—
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and being represented as such—stresses the element of continuity in the
discursive process of identity formation. Controlling through nurturing
can be read as a form of compliance to male authority, but it is also part
of a negotiation for power. It is important to remember the significant
links between feeding, food, home, and female domestication of male
sexuality (Behar 1987; Varley 2000).

Female identity is centered on service not only in the context ofmoth-
erhood and wifehood, but also of other kinship ties. When ties of mar-
riage and filiation are absent, other kinship ties can acquire qualities of
dedication and service that contribute to making a woman a “real”
woman. In the previous chapter I discussed how the quinceañera ritual
fosters a specific fairy-tale representation of gender relations based on
ideas of courtship, grace, male respect, and fidelity. However, both
young and older women know that this will not be true of married life,
which often proves difficult and marked by male betrayals. This aware-
ness is somehow withheld in a form of a suspended disbelief that makes
young girls eager to celebrate their quinceañera despite the reality that
a life of hardship awaits. Thus, in this state of suspended disbelief, con-
flicting gender imagery coexists in the same subject.

Motherhood’s representation inMexico has a strong basis in Catholic
imagery, and in the Guadalajara and the Jalisco region these images have
been very powerful. Religious imagery provides an ideal model of
woman and mother (Paz 1959), though this embraces different qualities
ranging from abnegation and submission to valor and independence. It
has been pointed out how, at a symbolic level, Catholicism carries a
modern message of gender complementarity in a society that privileges
traditional dominance and hierarchy between sexes. This appears para-
doxical in a male-dominated society that nevertheless places its highest
value on the feminine (Melhuus 1992: 240). The association of ideal
womanliness with the model of the Virgin (as in marianismo) focuses
traditional female identity on the connection between motherhood and
the morality of action (Norget 1991).5

The opposite female image exists in such figures as the Chingada, the
passive, powerless mother who has been violated, like Malinche, who
helped Cortez conquer Mexico and subdue its population (Paz 1959).
This alternative view of motherhood is also found in common deroga-
tory expressions—such as “vale madre” (it is worthless), “es un des-
madre” (it’s a total mess), and “es una madreada” (it’s a wicked thing).
So the double nature of gender representations is stressed in the mar-
ianismo ideal and in images of el chingón, the violating macho, and la
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chingada, the violated, passive woman, respectively associated with a
state of closure and openness (Paz 1959: 70). When a woman is seen as
open, or broken, as in the case of the widely used term “fracasada”
(discussed in the previous chapter), she is seen as disempowered.

The meaning and tensions of these gender representations can only
be understood within everyday life histories and strategies. The case of
Miranda—a fifty-year-old woman living in Polanco since the early
1970s—and her husband, Rodrigo, embody some of these tensions. I
describe the case of Miranda and of other women with the awareness
that their life narratives and their experience of pain, rage, or other feel-
ings can become a reenactment that has a potential for healing and re-
demption, and this self-narrative can be constructed through the appro-
priation of male symbols imbued with female imagery (Behar 1990).

Miranda was born in a village near Ameca and brought up in the
Colonia del Sur in Guadalajara. Her father died when she was very
young, and after her mother remarried, her relationship with her step-
father was difficult. Miranda’s story shows a woman who has perceived
in herself a quality of self-endurance that comes from being a mother
and a wife, but who is actually redefining this perception. Womanhood
for Miranda is synonymous with total dedication to the good of the
family, and assuring that family members’ actions lead to family har-
mony.

Miranda is married to Don Rodrigo, and they have three children.
She is an extremely hard worker and has a small grocery stall that she
runs with the help of her younger daughter in a permanent market on
Avenida Patria, south of Polanco. Rodrigo has a small business, but
Miranda earns the bulk of the household’s income, and Rodrigo does
not contribute to the household expenses. He expects her to fulfill the
duties of a good wife: preparing food, doing the laundry, keeping the
house tidy, and in her case, also paying the bills. Miranda has become
the link between Don Rodrigo and their sons in terms of decision mak-
ing within the family. These responsibilities—on top of her business
activities and the lack of her daughter-in-law’s help with housekeeping—
put great pressure on Miranda. In fact, she describes feeling over-
whelmed by a sense of obligation: “When Rodrigo asked for my hand,
I did not want to marry. My idea was to take care of my mother. When
I got married, it was like going to the slaughterhouse because there was
no enjoyment . . . and he is very impulsive, so one has to do it [have
sex] out of obligation.” She is especially critical of her husband since she
discovered that he had another daughter before he married her, and in
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twenty-five years he never told his family. She, in contrast, says she had
told him the truth when she married. Miranda felt worried that his other
daughter might claim rights on their property, which she feels belongs
to her children rather than to her husband.

Miranda often claims some of the responsibility for the misbehavior
of her two adult sons, and this prevents them from opposing her will
in matters of family decision making. Conflicts arise between Don Rod-
rigo and his sons in part because the father wants his sons to earn a
living, yet both like to go on parrandas (drinking binges and occasional
drug use) and are often out of work. Other arguments concern the
sloppiness of the two adult sons. To avoid direct physical confrontations
between Rodrigo and the children, Miranda tries to control the flow of
information. She does that by lying to her husband about their sons’
whereabouts and their financial contributions to the household. She is
also selective about which of their father’s comments she reports. In
other words, female protectiveness toward men reinforces a childhood
dimension in adult malehood (Levine 1993a). In women’s words, men
never grow up: they are eternal niños (children), even when married.
This characteristic is sometimes attributed to the phenomenon called
“mamitis,” which occurs when toddlers suffer a separation from their
mothers, an experience that can bear consequences for their adult life
(Gutmann 1998).

The case of Miranda and Rodrigo exemplifies the importance of
motherhood for women’s self-identity and the peripheral position of the
father. Rodrigo would like to impose his will on the sons and be tough
with them, but they listen to what he says without following his advice.
Rodrigo may be encouraged to exercise his authority in the house, al-
lowing him to show that he is an “hombre de veras” (a real man), but
the sons still spend their time with friends instead of bringing in regular
earnings.

For Miranda, filial ties have become more important than those of
marriage. Miranda is able to imagine her life without Rodrigo, but he
cannot see himself apart from her because she keeps the family and
household together. She represents a vital part of his primary location
of identity (Vélez-Ibañez 1983: 154). It seems that Rodrigo holds the
appearance of power, but it is Miranda who has actual power (Roger
1975). Roger’s notion of actual female power and other studies that claim
that women have power in Latin American society because they have
informal ways of influencing events have been criticized for being lim-
ited to the control of household reproduction. In doing so, they have
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not taken into consideration women’s lack of access to extra-domestic
resources and opportunities (Bohman 1984; Elhers 1990), and they have
underplayed the presence of gender hierarchy (Jaquette 1980; Benerı́a
and Roldán 1987; González de la Rocha and Escobar Latapı́ 1991).
Nonetheless, the actual power in Miranda’s case indicates that she con-
trols her own income, but not the one generated by her husband. Her
power technique rests on diplomatic maneuvers used to influence her
husband’s will, rather than on direct confrontation, as well as on control
of her children.6 Miranda may be giving herself away, and putting herself
at the mercy of other people, but this very service also gives her control
over those who are served. This is a form of symbolic and, to an extent,
executive power around which certain types of family dynamics pivot.

When the integration of her family is threatened by Rodrigo’s extra-
marital affairs, her prime concern is for the children, and it is the ex-
pected unconditional service to her husband that is put under question.
This does not happen through direct, open confrontation, but through
appearing submissive and silent in his company, but overtly expressing
her discomfort when talking with other women. In this sense, through
silence before her husband and gossip with other women, she resists her
husband’s authority without changing her formal relationship to him
(Herzfeld 1991). The expression of Miranda’s self-identity is neither in
separating herself, nor in stating openly the different intentions from
her husband, but in being the channel for family relations and being
embedded in them. However, she experiences the discomfort and con-
tradictions somatically and is often sick, suffering from severemigraines,
exhaustion, and back pain. For Rodrigo, the question is not only to
defend the honor of the family via the defense of the valor of the women
in the household. In a colonia popular such as Polanco his struggle is
also about keeping control of the young male side of his family. His
reputation is just as tied to the honor of his daughter as it is to keeping
his boys from dealing and using drugs.

Honor is fundamental to an understanding of gender in Mexican
history. An idiom of honor and courage was used to subject and control
women in times of pre-and post-revolutionary Mexican crisis. One ex-
ample comes from the war against the Apaches in the northern frontier
of Chihuahua, studied by Alonso, in which a language of female purity
and honor was reinforced by an idiom of male valor and bravery in
warfare. Masculinity came to be defined by a tension between vergüenza
(shame) and respecto (respect), and emphasis was placed on the mastery
of reason over the passions in warfare. For Chihuahuan peasants, norms
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and values of warfare began to shape gender subjectivity: a language of
honor, respect, and purity runs parallel to a language of warfare and the
reproduction of the nation. The honor of gendered subjects became
essential to the integrity of the nation (Alonso 1995: 81, 101, 102). It is
clear, then, that if there is a crisis of male bravery, then there is also a
challenge to female honor and virtue, and potentially a challenge to the
reproduction of nationhood.

In urbanized Mexico other forms of contemporary violence and
shame are taking place and influencing ideas about male bravery and
gender relations. The father-son relationship has to come to terms with
challenges to masculinity such as drug addiction, an increasingly com-
mon problem among young males. Young drug addicts are vulnerable
and often dependent on relatives for financial support, and, in severe
cases, in need of personal care. One of Don Rodrigo’s sons, for instance,
became so addicted to drugs that he could not provide for his three
young daughters and the pressures of family life. After his young wife
left, his parents had to take care of not only their granddaughters, but
also him, as he was incapable of working and often extremely sick. Rod-
rigo’s crisis with Miranda also has to do with his struggle to conceptu-
alize and come to terms with his sons’ addictions despite his own beliefs
about male bravery and identity.

Miranda distrusts her daughter-in-law, Violeta, because she has two
small children but does not look after them properly. She has also failed
to help consistently with housework duties. Violeta says that she would
like to go back to school, because she got pregnant and married when
she was just fifteen, but her husband and mother-in-law are against it
because they think she should first take good care of the children and
the household. Especially during times of increased economic pressure,
there is a greater demand on adult female income generated outside the
house, and daughters and daughters-in-law are expected to help with
more of the household duties (Moser 1987; González de la Rocha 1994).
Violeta, however, is a woman of the new generation, who ‘no aguanta
tanto’ (she does not put up with much). She says she is more interested
in going to parties, showing off new clothes, and enjoying herself. As
discussed in previous chapters, changes in patterns of consumption, the
labor market, styles of courtship, the implication of rural-urban and
transnational migrations, and the experience in new religious move-
ments are some of the factors contributing to value changes and con-
tradictory images in female self-identity.

For Violeta, the wish to enhance her personal skills can be read as a
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challenge to traditional ideals of dedication to children and the home,
and it has become a source of intergenerational conflict. Since the co-
lonial period, the relation between mothers and daughters-in-law (and
the tensions inherent in the latter’s apprenticeship) has been central to
the definition of female identity (Stern 1995: 92) and still is in low-
income areas. This is because it affects mother-son, husband-wife rela-
tions, while it informs physical, moral, and legal issues of authority over
house space and over who is entitled to the husband’s/son’s support
(Varley 2000).

For women who strongly believe in traditional Catholic values, re-
sponsibility for action and, consequently, the state of sin are conditions
that can be transferred between mother and children. There are cases,
for example, of older women who refused to take Catholic sacraments
when their sons were “living in sin” (that is, refusing to marry the
mother of their children) and had become sick, who then recovered only
when the sons agreed to marry.7 Such cases suggest that a son’s sin can
be a mother’s sin, and that there is no clear separation between a
mother’s and son’s sense of responsibility and moral state. Thus tradi-
tional motherhood rests on permeable boundaries between mother and
children, and daughters (or daughters-in-law) who acquire experiences
in different fields often challenge their mothers’ self-perception as
women. In many cases, the ties between a mother and her children are
still more important than the husband-wife relationship, which, because
it is seen as sacred in the eyes of God, may be maintained principally on
account of moral and religious obligations.

Another sphere of female definition is the capacity to endure pain,
which can be seen, for instance, in the different attitudes toward child-
birth expressed by women who have been brought up in the pueblo or
rancho rather than in the city. These often concern ideas about the act
of giving birth as being a “second birth” for the mother. Older women
report that in the rancho, during the weeks following a birth the mother
used to rest from housework activities, a custom not always respected
in urban areas. A mother who has recently delivered should look after
herself with special care. Some women still believe that new mothers
should not watch much television, should not sew in inadequate light,
should not expose their shoulders to a draft, and so on, as if a woman’s
senses at this stage are as weak as those of her child—this is why it is
considered as a second birth for a new mother.

Prisms of belonging re-emerge in another embodied experience, that
of motherhood, bringing to the forefront qualities of stamina and en-
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durance. In this urban setting, there is a particular evaluation of a lo-
calist, rural style of dealing with labor and post-delivery care. It is, of
course, the physical experience of labor in which women are seen to
display qualities of endurance and stamina. But this style is valued dif-
ferently by women; its interpretation is not homogenous. Youngmoth-
ers now often want to avoid the pain of childbirth, and many women
choose caesarean sections. Many older mothers criticize this choice be-
cause they see a positive connection between female endurance and the
experience of coping in labor. To them, opting for a painless delivery
undermines the central rite of womanhood. To a certain extent it is
important to make women’s suffering visible and a subject for discus-
sion, for public recognition strengthens their womanhood (Melhuus
1992: 160). Suffering and the visibility of pain can indicate a claim for
belonging to a moral community. But suffering, when inflicted, can also
be a mark of a rejection of an actual belonging (Das 1995: 176–178). Then
the visible suffering of labor is not just a marker of female moral supe-
riority and endurance. Through prisms of belonging it can be seen as
an inter- and intragenerational dialogical field where there is a tension
of modernity between a self-choosing subject versus a reification of suf-
fering and motherhood as a claim for agency.

A related attribute of femininity is a capacity “de no dejarse,” (for not
giving in). “Dejarse” means literally “to let go,” and in a sense it indicates
an action of surrender or giving in. The term is used, for example, to
describe situations during which a woman undergoes physical or psy-
chological distress but has still been able to provide decent living con-
ditions for her children. It suggests a situation of material or psycho-
logical uneasiness (as in cases of domestic violence) and the ability to
face the contingencies of daily life. To say that a woman “no se deja”
suggests that she has the capacity to act even under hostile conditions
and possesses a strength not undermined by obstacles in the social en-
vironment.

Women’s strength thus relates to the capacity “de aguantar” (to en-
dure). The extent to which women endure can be a source of conflict
between older and younger generations, and between women who
strongly identify with traditional values and those who do not. The fact
that women endure more than men and give in less implies that women
perceive in themselves an intrinsic strength that is of a different quality
from that of men. It is not uncommon to hear women say they have
qualities of endurance, self-sufficiency, and independence which they see
as alien to men.
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This focus on gender representation cannot, however, be separated
from the critical impact and consequences of economic restructuring in
the feminization of poverty. Women in Latin America tend to carry the
burden in livelihood changes, and their strategies in everyday life have
to be understood not only through national and state politics, but also
as a part of local community citizenship participation (Alvarez 1996).
With increasing pauperization, women’s struggles for new entitlements
and greater agency is part of a redefinition of self-identity as well as of
citizenship. A redefinition of citizenship asks for the incorporation of
multiple and often apparently contradictory gender interests—these can
challenge or reinforce traditional gender roles—so that the emergence
of new political and social subjects depends on the contradictory and
uneven ways in which multiple levels of structure of domination func-
tion (Stephen 1997: 275).

Some of these contradictions are seated in the connection between
gender identity and positionality, employment, and redistribution of
assets within and between households. The economic crisis that has af-
fected Mexican low-income households since the oil crisis in the early
1980s has had an effect on both female and male participation in do-
mestic labor and chores. In Guadalajara there has been a remarkable
increase in female wage labor, which has directly subsidized the basic
needs of the household and sometimes substituted the husband’s wage
(González de la Rocha 1994). In Mexico City changes also have been
observed in an increase in male participation in domestic activities such
as home improvements and parenting, activities that have definitely been
underestimated in gender analysis of livelihood in the capital and other
regional cities (Gutmann 1996).

These gender positions draw domains of empowerment and self-
empowerment. The story of the Mexican peddler Esperanza, which was
mentioned earlier (Behar 1993), not only shows possible ways in which
forms of domination and hegemonic values related to ethnicity, gender
relations, and national symbolic imagery are part of women’s everyday
life history, but also that the act of recalling, evoking, and self-narrating
can be empowering for both the listener and the storyteller. When
Esperanza beats her daughter because she wants her to stop pursuing
a man out of wedlock—behaving as her own mother did with her in
the past—she experiences the contradiction between being empowered
as a controlling, traditional mother, and disempowered because she
herself re-creates the conditions of gender inequality to which she was
once subjected. Empowerment as a form of extending agency, and



168 GENDER NEGOTIATION, COMPLIANCE, RESISTANCE

disempowerment as a contraction of agency, is thus part of a process
of gendered subjectivity.8 So the analysis of aspects of gender relations
at different points in the life cycle inscribes gendered subjectivity in
the unfolding of gain and loss of agency. To this I turn in the next
section.

Female Self-Perception, Sickness, and Creative Voids
The struggle to adjust self-perceptions and life strategies to traditional
gender representations in everyday actions is a central theme for low-
income women in urban Mexico. A woman can be single, married, un-
married, or abandoned; the vocabulary used to categorize women in-
dicates that they are defined through their formal relations to men (or
the absence thereof), but the reverse is not normally true for men. For
instance, the attribute quedada refers to both a spinster and a married
woman who has been left with her husband’s family because he has gone
to work in the United States. (“Quedada” connotes a state of passivity,
of having missed a chance, and having been left behind.) But men are
never referred to as quedados. Of a mature unmarried man, people say
that “el vive todavı́a con sus papas” (he still lives with his parents) or
“es un solterón” (he is a mature single man/bachelor). The former ex-
pression implies a condition that is a result of active choice (and may
potentially change).

Some married women do not see their state as one of abnegation.
The degree of resistance to a traditional female role varies, as do the
tensions arising from loss of identification with the traditional female
gender role; these elements can be read in the search for extramarital
affairs, in the rejection of traditional duties of wife and mother, or in a
bodily sense (ailments or sickness, for example) of self-loss. However,
the term “resistance” can be problematic when it reduces women’s ac-
tions to their role as the oppressed, as reacting against subordination,
thus conflating the complexity of their multilayered subjectivity.

Certain diseases and restlessness occur when there is what I call a void
of knowledge on how to reinterpret and give meaning to specific en-
gendered experiences, and how to redefine and actively create a balance
between caring and self-fulfillment. Before describing the case of An-
tonia, I want to point out the difficulty that anthropology has, or has
had, with the experience of “not-knowing.” Anthropologists deal with
what is but often gloss over the “protestation of ignorance” (Fardon
1990: 5). Subjectivities are placed in the knower in the anthropological
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account, but they are also located in the “not-knowing,” in the unspeak-
able and in ignorance. Silence and the space of not-manifested knowl-
edge have been considered sites of power, domination, and discipline
that shape the nature of the knowledge itself and render access to knowl-
edge and definition of ignorance a political act (Foucault and Gordon
1980). However, a view of knowledge as a form of domination could
undervalue the potential creativity (as well as distress and sometimes
pain) of a state of not-knowing. A condition of not-knowing can be a
painful subject position, but it also offers an opportunity for transfor-
mation and social change.

There is a creative potential located in the cultural process of con-
tested and contradictory meaning-making—in the transmission of
knowledge of which ignorance is a form—and that process is also lo-
cated in the phenomenological experience of the loss of meaning which
has not yet been replaced. Not-knowing has then a bearing in defining
the known or what will be known, not only in terms of secrecy or un-
derstated, implicit knowledge, but also in the embodied experience of
lack of knowledge as a potential for knowledge. In other words, the
somatic experience of not-knowing or of loss of knowledge is important
to our understanding of the gendered search for knowledge and rede-
finition of identity. The following cases of Antonia and Soledad eth-
nographically exemplify this dilemma and redefinition, and how the un-
known can be an integral part of empirical reality (Jackson 1993).

Antonia is a woman in her mid-thirties who participates in a health
group based on learning self-help therapies and remedies. Her child-
hood was very difficult, marked by poverty and poor health. The family
came from Zacatecas, and her mother was in charge of looking out for
the family because her husband drank, did not earn much, and mis-
treated her. Antonia married young to escape what she refers to as “an
unbearable situation.” Her husband loves her very much, but she did
not marry him for love. After marriage, when she was working in a
factory, she started to suffer from depression, which continued well after
the birth of her two sons:

I was working in the factory and eating badly. I started to have high blood
pressure, and marriage was not as I had imagined. I thought marriage was going
out a lot, having a good time. There was no pressure. I was the one responsible.
I started to behave badly with my husband and to beat my children. . . . It was
depression and sadness and anxiety. . . . I felt I was going to die.

At the time Antonia was not doing housework or attending to her
children. Some neighbors decided to take her to see a brujo, or witch
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doctor, who started to see her regularly. An extramarital relationship
with him developed while she was recovering from her depression, and
gossip eventually reached her in-laws and her husband. Her husband
wanted to forgive her for what she had done, and Antonia recalled that
her wish to come back to him involved a mixture of self-abnegation
and a wish to let go of the sexual burden of the relationship. Her self-
denial did not last, though, and she became involved in another extra-
marital relationship, with a doctor who had his consultancy in the
neighborhood, but whom she left a few years later after he became
involved with another woman.

Antonia now feels inadequate in the role of lover, but she is not
comfortable in her wifely responsibilities either: “I do not want to serve
just a man. I want something more serious, lasting longer and stronger.
For me to marry is not to serve a man.” Antonia’s mother, on the other
hand, is totally dedicated to her family but has developed problems with
“los nervios” (nerves) from having to cope with running the household
without help from either her husband or adult children. In Antonia’s
case, the tensions between her expectation of pleasure in marriage and
traditional patterns of gender interaction also emerge in the relationship
with her mother. In Antonia’s words:

For my mother, just the fact of criticizing somebody is a great sin. . . . For her,
saying “Ay! that man is very handsome” is a sin or shows a desire for him. I do
not agree with her about many things. For her it is necessary to obey a husband,
and I do not agree with it. She is exhausting herself, and she supports her
husband . . . and the children still living in the house do not help her. They
should make their own way in life! But they depend upon her, and she feels an
obligation to them, because they are her children, but she should take care of
herself more.

Antonia believes that a woman has to take more care of herself, and
therefore has to draw different boundaries for her children, husband,
and lovers, which also implies a greater involvement of the former two
in running the household. She also states the need to express herself in
her own way within her family and community.

On one hand, Antonia challenges the assumption that women’s iden-
tity is related to the protection and presence (or absence) of a man.
However, she cannot relate to her husband in a different way, and
though she claims to appreciate her husband’s love, she also knows that
in being with him, she may fall again into depression. So Antonia knows
what she cannot be, but is still exploring alternative forms without
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knowing what she actually can be. One exploration has her involvement
with the medicina popular group, and Antonia cherishes learning and
using remedies, and recommending remedies for her children, family,
and neighbors. The experience has made her more confident and has
also helped to cut costs and move toward a more balanced family diet
and improved health. In the end, though, her caring for others has not
really translated into better ways of helping herself deal with periods of
crisis.

Antonia and her mother believe that illness can be generated by do-
mestic difficulties related to economic pressure, excessive labor de-
mands, and tensions in gender relations. Antonia’s story suggests that
while women identify with female qualities such as controlling through
nurturing, total self-abnegation, unwavering support for husband and
children, and generalized notions of shared responsibilities between
mother and children, such qualities are also a source of questioning.
This questioning and experience of a void of knowledge of alternative
possibilities may manifest itself through life crises, illnesses, and a sense
of loss of self-identity. This is not to say that women who fall sick or
become depressed are necessarily resisting traditional gender roles, but
that those bodily experiences can indicate the existence of contradictory
forms of female identity related to particular times in a woman’s life
history. Indeed, one reading of this female questioning is that it goes,
underexpressed and silenced, into the female body. However, bothwhat
can be negotiated or changed in gender relations through becoming
aware of that void and the contradictory expressions of female identity
suggest different female life strategies, to which I now turn.

Alternatives to Abnegation:
Negotiation of Gender Boundaries
Participation in social and religious movements seems to provide useful
tools for negotiating gender positions. Female agents may acquire male
qualities, and male agents may withdraw from some aspects of maleness
related to male/female relations without being open to accusations of
homosexuality, as is described by some Jesuit novices in the neighbor-
hood.9

Experiences in social movements within particular women’s life his-
tories involving high labor mobility and personal enterprise may include
a process of awakening and self-empowerment, and an ability to bring
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about changes in gender positions and, to a certain extent, in the life of
the community. For women these experiences renew a sense of inde-
pendence and of being able to see themselves as separate from husbands,
parental families, and the life of the parish. Thus, at another level, this
independence can entail more connectedness with people outside one’s
own family, and a stronger commitment to new forms of social rela-
tionships. In other words, increased independence in family household
relationships is often reflected by an extension of the boundaries of the
self to responsibilities and agency in expanded networks of social rela-
tions.

When I met Soledad in the early 1990s, she was in her early thirties
and actively involved in the Comunidades Eclesiales de Base. She is
married to Leo, a specialized mechanic, and they have two children. She
describes her husband as suave (soft), but she was not in love with him
when they married. Soledad is a vital center of her family, originally
from Zacatecas. Everybody, even her mother, asks for her advice or veto
in personal and family decisions about the allocation of resources, the
organization of family gatherings, medical proceedings, major pur-
chases, and so on. She had several different jobs in medical consultancies
before marrying, some of them quite fulfilling. Soledad has successfully
been practicing hairdressing from home, selling imported goods (more
before the 1994 pesos devaluation), as well as organizing communal
saving schemes with neighbors. Soledad pays the bills and saves for
home improvements, while Leo gives her a set allowance for food and
the children’s needs. Her curiosity about life and her independence,
combined with the experience of the Comunidades havemade it difficult
for her to fit into expected married, female self-definitions that rely on
the presence or absence of a male figure:

Here the majority of women want to be in love and get married, but for me it
was not so. I knew Leo and I trusted him greatly as a friend, but I did not want
to marry him. . . . Because of that I did not accept him. After we married I felt
very low. It was very difficult for a year. . . . Every time he came close I felt
nearly sick, but I did not understand what it was. The problem is that I do not
want to see myself as single, widowed, divorced, or married. I overcame this
repulsion with the birth of Rosa. Then there was a reason to be together.

For nearly two years Soledad participated intensively in the activities
of the parish. She was a coordinator of a group of Comunidades before
falling out with Padre Nemo, and she was also one of the leaders in
charge of the medicina popular group until the nuns took over and the
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group split. These activities absorbed so much of her time that her mar-
riage nearly broke up, and her family thought she was going “mad.”
Such changes in women’s perceptions of the world as a consequence of
activity in social movements are sometimes explained in terms of bodily
“failure,” which can manifest in mental or physical illness. In this sense,
women’s psychological deviancy is translated physical deviancy. Soledad
recalled:

For a long time I longed for something more: a person cannot live just for the
day. So when the sisters invited me, I joined the Comunidades without knowing
what they were, but I started to hold more responsibility, but then I reached a
point that I was neglecting family matters and the household because I felt that
what we were doing was important, and Leo did not understand what it was
about. During that time we fell apart, and he did not understand why I was so
involved in this [the Comunidades]. I reached the point of thinking of leaving
but then I thought of the children and what would have happened to them, not
really to Leo. . . . I have always thought that I would share Leo with other
women one day. I do not see him as my property.

The conflict with her mother had a different impact. Her mother
complained she did not have time for the family and that she was starting
to have “strange ideas” about the government, and about what people
should do as Catholics. In contrast, Soledad’s husband’s resistance to
her involvement in the Comunidades came from her failure to fulfill her
family obligations, not a dispute over her ideas about social mobiliza-
tion. But neither her husband or her mother could really share her pro-
cess of redefinition of some of her life motivations. Leo seemed not to
understand her.

Soledad’s case reveals how female self-perception and gender identity
are affected by changing boundaries of responsibilities and notions of
failure. Gendered self-knowledge cannot be separated from the inten-
tionality, commitments, and responsibility of the agents in action. In
other words, when we analyze female self-narratives, notions of respon-
sibility and failure unveil struggles for meanings and embodiment of
experiences that take place not only between different gendered agents,
but also within the agent, since desires and resistance play important
roles in the evaluation of achievement and failures. As the case of So-
ledad shows, the challenge is to find the capacity to convert apparent
failures (such as not caring adequately for the family) into strengths, and
the capacity to endure “not-knowing” while recognizing the uneasiness
such an experience entails.
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Resistance to identification with female images can also be among
the motivations for religious conversion. The choice of religious lifemay
broaden a woman’s self-perception, because, in religious terms, female
qualities need not conform exclusively to traditional Marian, submissive
qualities, but are also formed through the appropriation of male imagery
and qualities.10 In the words of the religious sister Carlota of the order
of Santa Teresa (Carmelites) in Polanco, it is possible to identify the
characteristics of a woman who has grown up in a village.11 Carlota was
born in a little village of Michoacán, the oldest of seven brothers and
sisters, and her parents separated when the children were young. Early
in her life she assumed part of a father’s responsibility as the family
breadwinner:

In my family I was like a father. I have a strong, resolute, and valiant character.
. . . Men trust me because I don’t disclose what they tell me to other people,
but I don’t like people to know that I am a sister. There are people that don’t
confide in me because of this. . . . Women are more resistant to pain. They have
fewer outlets than men. Men go out with friends. Man is weaker morally and
in everything else.

As for the different path of being a woman in a religious order, she says:

I admire Saint Teresa for her freedom. I liked her maleness. She was not de-
pendent upon men. She owned herself. She took what she liked. She wanted to
go back to the poor and give away all her wealth. . . . Through this path I have
gained part of my self-realization and the attainment of my objectives of being
able to construct a new society without compromises in a more profound way
than through marriage. I don’t see the choice not to have a family and to be in
control of what I earn as lost possibilities, because there are other forms of
personal growth, and the money situation is the same here. I used to give every-
thing to my mother and then she gave some to me, and here it is the same. They
give me what I need, but I don’t have my own money.

The fact that some women take on male characteristics and accept
male responsibilities within the family does not make them more mas-
culine, but instead enhances their womanhood, including their ability
to cope in difficult situations, their valentı́a (courage), and their resis-
tance to pain. Notions of courage can belong to both female and male
identities, and a macho dimension, currently limited to manhood, was
in fact attributed to both sexes during the Mexican Revolution (Paredes
1960). Thus the gender narrowing of this attribution to the male sphere
and, more specifically, to mestizo can be read as part of the discursive
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formation of a modernMexican nation (Gutmann 1996), andmachismo
can be interpreted as a historical formation rather than a behavioral
pattern (Stevens 1973).

It is clear that the machismo phenomenon is muchmore multifaceted
and complex, comprehending both discursive dimensions and psycho-
logical aspects of chivalry, solitude, courage, aggressiveness, and self-
centeredness (Mirande 1997), as well as reflecting the political economy
between sexual and homosexual bodies (Lancaster 1992).

Perceptions of different forms of coexisting female identities provide
a language for redefining choices and life strategies as expressions of the
negotiation of power, consumption patterns, and allocation of resources
and status. Womanhood is thus a quality that can be weakened by cer-
tain types of behavior (for instance, talking too much and gossiping).
In the eyes of believers, religious sisterhood guarantees exemption from
these negative characteristics. Religious sisters are then women, but also
different women. For some young religious sisters, women are not
“dueñas de su persona” (owners of themselves), and families can limit
forms of self-realization. For them sisterhood represents a type of wom-
anhood that transforms biological filiation into social filiation, and fam-
ily boundaries into religious community boundaries.

However, in the dynamic of the novices’ houses, there have been
tensions between younger and older sisters. The images invoked by Car-
lota’s superiors involve a different kind of female imagery. Their focus
is more upon the aspects of service and compassion of the Virgin and
Sister Teresa. The emphasis on courage and fighting for others is
stronger among younger sisters than among their superiors. The former
identify with fighting for people by dressing like poor laypeople (wear-
ing open sandals [ guaraches] and carrying a campesinos’ type of bag
[morral]) and being, to a certain extent, critical of Vatican conservatism.
The older sisters instead stress women’s morality and subordination
within the Church structure as a central point in their religious experi-
ence. It is clear that experience has to be problematized by looking to
the interpretations that differently positioned agents have of an appar-
ently similar religious life. Here I come back to the idea that “experience”
in this sense cannot be taken as a force that unifies women’s condition
as such, but rather as a terrain where different conditions and interpre-
tations of those conditions diverge and confer.

Hence, the area of power of redefinition of boundaries available to
religious sisters is different than for lay women, but sisters’ lives refract
very crucial dimensions of womanhood which are partly appropriated
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and articulated in the life of laypeople such as Soledad. Therefore, gen-
der imagery as well as female self-realization should be analyzed in terms
of the boundaries and bonds of family and religious communities, and
in the light of existing or potential conflicts in discursive practices that
arise in the definitions, maintenance, and hierarchies of those boundaries
and bonds, both among women and between the sexes.

Gender Subjectivity and Uncertainty
It is 1999, and Soledad is unexpectedly pregnant with her third child. I
am staying at her house, and we are talking about the wonders of life.
She has been taking a two-year group course in human development at
the University of the Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de
Occidente (ITESO), and her tuition has been paid by a grant for low-
income people. She loves it, both for what she has learned and how she
has been transformed because of the course and the people she has met.
Her husband is also taking an interest in the course, and both consider
their relationship more stable. Life’s contradictions have not been
solved, but life enfoldments have certainly taken place.

Soledad has carried on the practice of medicina popular, and she is
now rather well known, with people coming from different parts of the
city to see her for healing and massage. She is not involved in the parish
anymore, nor formally part of medicina popular group, though her in-
terests and curiosity have led her to further explore those themes. She
has been going to ferias de salud (health festivals) in different parts of
Mexico, and she has been exploring indigenous dancing in a group of
La Mexicanidad, which now meets to dance in the neighborhood. The
economy of the household is tight, but the children are at school, and
between what she and her husband are able to earn, basic costs are
covered. The second-hand truck that they were finally able to buy was
stolen just a few months earlier, from right in front of their house. The
house looks shabbier and in need of work, but there is no money for
repairs.

Soledad is amazed by the developments in her life—the things she
has come to know and become involved with. She counts her blessings.
She has a passion for life, even if many contradictions have still not been
resolved. The resentment toward parish politics has waned, and for her
there is no longer a clear future—such as the utopian project developed
by the Comunidades—but she is fully engaged in the unfolding of every-
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day life. There is uncertainty, but it is not only a sign of anxiety and
suffering. In her words, “I do not know where I am going, but I keep
on walking. Life is incredible.” What I see is that a desire for a (religious)
meta-narrative has been transformed into a search connected to com-
munity and belonging in a specific modality: through learning and prac-
ticing healing powers, and through understanding human development.

Vernacular modernities are about letting go of the predicament of
the future and its goals, and they are challenges to an equation between
urbanization and secularization. Soledad’s paradoxes can be read within
a period of history inMexican society filled with uncertainty. The Salinas
project of modernization and technologization of the nation has partly
taken place via neoliberal reforms and the dismantling of an import-
subsidized economy. The Zedillo presidency continued to support this
economic project; however, when neoliberal reforms take place without
real democratization, a few get richer, but benefits are very slow to
trickle down to the lower classes. The benefits and the drawbacks of
Vicente Fox’s new administration are still unclear at this early stage;
nonetheless, it seems likely that this phase is coinciding with a possible
North American economic recession, which will undoubtedly restrict
the growth of the Mexican economy as well.

For people like Socorro, costs of living are rising well beyond salary
increases, and the pressure on the household economy is growing with
new offspring. But uncertainty when translated into gender subjectivity
highlights not only crisis and suffering, but also an area of possibility
for transformation. Soledad is growing in her own way and becoming
part of a body of people who offer a plurality of medical and healing
choices in a specific urban environment. This personal process is taking
place in the context of economic hardship, and of a centralization of the
suburb that is engendering class stratification. Nevertheless, people still
cling to localist ranchero and pueblo styles, combining them with urban
styles through prisms of belonging. These are some of the connections
between gender paradoxes, female subjectivity, uncertainty, and trans-
formation in a context of urbanizing space and modernity.

I have explored some of the multiplicities of gendered self-
perceptions and the contrasts that arise between these perceptions and
the fixed stereotypes of gender representations. These gender represen-
tations portray women’s experience as one of suffering, self-abnegation,
and hard work. But gender relations in the cases studied show that fe-
male and male attributes can be negotiated because they are not only
based on relations of domination, but also in those of resistance, com-
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pliance, and the potentially creative, even if sometimes painful, experi-
ence of not-knowing alternative possibilities. And, as I have stressed,
being void of knowledge is a condition of uncertainty that has potential
for both a crippling as well as a transformative effect.

Different and often contrasting and conflictive qualities of femaleness
and maleness (for example, Carlota’s maleness in wanting to “own” her-
self versus Miranda’s unconditional self-sacrifice for her family) coexist
as aspects of female self-identity. And it is through conflicts with the
same and the opposite sex that gender positions are attributed (Wade
1994) so that “by focusing specifically on how gender differences are
perceived, talked about, categorised and symbolised in a variety of con-
texts and how they express and are expression of power relations . . .
[can] lead to a better general comprehension of systems of inequality”
(Melhuus and Stølen 1996: 14). Difference and inequality in gender re-
lations are both on this agenda.

Specific representations of male identity are linked to being a good
breadwinner and to the experience of the paradox of male sexuality,
which simultaneously demands fidelity of one’s own wife (within wed-
lock), and the infidelity of one’s neighbor’s wife (as a potential for an
extramarital relation)—the paradox between respectability and reputa-
tion, respectively. They are also challenged, though, by an urban con-
dition that brings with it drug addiction and consequent challenges into
intergenerational translation of maleness. Female identity discursive for-
mation pivots around attributes of endurance, resilience in everyday life,
and serving as a link between different members of the family for the
allocation of resources as well as for the transmission of knowledge.

However, the differences among these attributes are matters of de-
gree rather than kind. There is a tension between the binarism of the
time of la ilusión in life of the quinceañera and the time of reality after
marriage. Attempts to escape this dualistic representation take different
forms. Differently positioned women use diverse strategies to address
this tension. Traditional women may find their strength in patterns of
submission to their husband, suffering for their family and kin, and
shouldering moral responsibility on behalf of their children. They can
also, however, challenge these patterns through compliance and gossip.
Younger women still recognize values associated with motherhood, but
they wish to experience a continuity between “enjoyments” and “obli-
gations” (Collier 1986), and many hope to enhance their personal skills
before having children.

Prisms of belonging are generationally- and gender-bound. Again,
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that is not to say that they are homogenous, or that they are read in
diametrically opposed ways by different generations. Reality is more
complex. It is not only younger women who do not identify with female
attributes of self-sacrifice and suffering, as the case of Soledad shows,
but when they do, older women at times criticize girls for wanting to
maintain their single lifestyle and patterns of consumption.What is clear
is that different and often contrasting representations, tendencies, and
desires can coexist between different subjects, and within the same sub-
ject. It is at the level of this subject complexity that I have attempted to
read some of the paradoxes of modernity.

This coexistence also highlights an area of uncertainty that can be-
come a space for a challenge (rather than a subversion) of gender posi-
tions, but which can also prompt a collapse, as the case of Antonia
suggests: a collapse into the body, rather than an articulated language
of transformation of gender positions. Forms of challenge to traditional
female roles can be manifested in physical illness and psychological crisis,
or in a process of self-empowerment through active militancy in social
movements. In such cases a woman is not only the link between her
family members, but also a linking agent in a wider set of relations
within the community. These experiences—together with experiences
of a void of knowledge of alternative gender positions—take various
forms that impinge at different levels, including those of representations,
social actions, psychological states and the body itself.

The discomfort of living with the contradictions of gender relations
also opens up uncertainty as a central force in gender subjectivity—a
force that connects anxiety, suffering, the spoken, and the yet-to-be-
spoken. A gendering process is both cognitive and embodied; it is an
act of translation in language as well as an experience of becoming into
language. Although female subjectivity in low-income urban Mexico
involves processes of self-identity that still rest on values of physical
proximity and mutual care rather than primarily on concepts of auton-
omy and self-sufficiency, the meaning, boundaries, and experiences of
these values and their semantic limits, as well as their embodied expe-
riences, indicate changes and unveil contradictions. Those changes are
having different effects on the endurance and renewal of life strategies
and the acquisitions or loss of individual agency.
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Epilogue

Valentina: Ya agarré la onda, Don Domingo, ya no necesito
preguntarle otra vez. (At last I have caught the wave, Don
Domingo, I don’t need to ask you again.)

Don Domingo: ¡Carajo, Valentina, (giggling) ya hablas como
nosotros! Te has vuelto Mexicana. (Damn, Valentina, now
you talk like us! You’ve turned into a Mexican.)

When Don Domingo addressed me in this way, I realized that some-
thing had shifted in the way he related to me, and the way I related to
the culture he spoke from. I suddenly experienced a sense of home in
the language, and a joking but warm recognition of similarity between
us; we were co-experiencing our convergencies. I felt I could flow and
play with it, and let parts of me emerge in the process. It also reminded
me of how we inhabit different me(s) when we abide in the spaces of
different languages.

Dwelling on a co-experiencing of convergencies brings me back to
what I posed at the beginning as an anthropological tension between
two conceptual frames. In this book’s journey I have tried to capture an
ensemble of contradictory forces, facts, or tendencies to move beyond
an either/or conundrum between concepts of phenomenological selves
and disciplined subjects. This move is constituted by a reading of a
political narrative of identity, language, representations and embodied
experience. While the concept of prisms of belonging helps to capture
the embodiment of representative, operative categories of time and
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space in everyday living, it also points to the tensions and sites of dif-
ference that arise in their production and appropriation. Even more, by
dwelling in the articulation of contradictory forces in a field of urban,
religious, and medical knowledge, I have tried to understand how a
project of Mexican modernity is engendering subjects through a space
of self-imagining.

This articulation, which also evokes a tension between fieldwork and
anthropological theory, requires a constant act of translation. To me,
capturing the shift from an anthropology of to an anthropology through
the barrio is acknowledging this act of translation, and also recognizing
an intrinsic partiality of representations. An urban anthropology
through an urban space requires letting go of a close equivalence be-
tween places and cultures while it engages with interpretative agents as
well as with subject formation.

An articulation of anthropology through the barrio is also about un-
derstanding processes of socioeconomic and urban diversification that
become meaningful not only for studying demographic, household, and
labor changes (which other comprehensive works have analyzed in the
case of Guadalajara), but in light of a place and a subject that is ritualized,
medicalized, and gendered.

A vernacular modernity emerges from the creation and re-creation of
knowledge in a web of politics of difference. I have engaged with a
micro-level of the politics of Catholic evangelization, and I have pulled
to the forefront some of the complexities of residual and emergent re-
ligious formations. My interest has been to see how a major impulse
and tension of modernity emerges from “being the Church,” and from
the different ideas of Catholic personhood embodied in the ways that
both lay and clerical agents articulate discourses of belonging and group
affiliations. I have highlighted a tension between the legacy of the new
Church’s modern citizenship project and the long-standing anti-state
impulse of the traditional Mexican Catholic Church. However, that ten-
sion does not amount to a binary opposition. The evangelization of the
Comunidades Eclesiales de Base, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, has
been an emergent formation that has been counterpoised to a tradi-
tional, dominant Catholic evangelization. It is clear that at the turn of
the twenty-first century, this type of evangelization has also not been
able to fully capture a dimension of spiritual practice oriented more
toward phenomenological and bodily experience. Traditional styles of
religious practices and the spread of multiple and diversified religious
affiliations in Guadalajara make us aware that spiritual experience is not
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just a legacy of a set of beliefs and a practice of group affiliation, but
also a choice of subject and self-identification.

Those who emphasize discontinuities between new and traditional
knowledge in narrating their experiences often have to legitimize their
professional activities or their particular place within a church-related
group. By doing this they validate or invalidate other people’s experi-
ences. Notions of progressiveness and backwardness are intentionally
deployed by some agents—such as religious and medical elites. Plural
medical choices concern issues of responsibility, agency, and commu-
nity. Knowledge production, transfer, and appropriation define agency
and labeling, and call for a close look at who perceives and represents
those labels. Claims about the nature of religious and medical knowl-
edge have to be analyzed through agents’ positions in the construction
of this knowledge, and the power that legitimization therefore confers.
Traditional fiestas (as opposed to the newChurch celebrations) and faith
(as opposed to the science of homeopathy) are labels used by particular
actors to define groups other than themselves. Their use, rather than
showing particular essential cultural characteristics, indicates social dif-
ferentiation and hierarchy between people and groups, and clashes, over-
laps, and continuities between embodied knowledge(s): difference in
the making.

A language of representations and the claim of authenticity over the
traditional and the new processes, and the articulation of related pro-
cesses of residual and emergent sociocultural formations are more com-
plex than many urban anthropological readings of Mexican society and
governments’ rhetoric of a modernizing image of the Mexican nation
have assumed. Hence I have tried to capture, via a focus on prisms of
belonging and emergent and residual formations, some of the disso-
nances between a process of socioeconomicmodernization and a process
of embodied experiences of cultural modernity.

A focus on emerging and residual cultural forms and the way they
are embodied in family and colonia interactions is essential to under-
standing people’s self-representation, mobilization, their associations
with space and places, as well as their identification with, and partici-
pation in, civil society. Identity is negotiated between multiple actors
and within the same subject, and in Guadalajara it emerges in particular
urban histories of religious activism, social mobilization, and traditional
gender relations. An emergence from local and intimate culture extends
to an understanding of some of the complexities at play in Mexican
social and citizen subject formation. The expression “agarrando la onda”
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(catching the wave) is emblematic of some of these processes of tuning
and translation.

Tuning into specific layers of coexisting realities and interpretations
is a cognitive and embodied process; it also requires the capacity of the
agents to tune in to the right wavelength. “Catching the wave” thus
implies movement and translation: the process of understanding is a
process that can be caught as much as it can be lost. Processes of emer-
gent and residual sociocultural formations mold dominant formations
dialectically and, to a certain extent, imperceptibly. By drawing attention
to a micro-focus on interconnected emergent and residual phenomena
regarding gender and migrant subjectivity, and religious and medical
discourses, I have revisited, in a politics of modernity key, some themes
of the culture and personality approach. And I hope that this revisitation
can be read in parallel, and therefore as a contribution toward a better
understanding of the impact that macro-shifts in the political economy,
well-documented aspects of the feminization of poverty, and grassroot
mobilization can have on low-income urban Mexico.

Vernacular modernity is about the politics of belonging and identi-
fication with national and religious discourses, and about suffering and
becoming a person. It is also about the suffering of exclusion and the
rearticulation of the world’s taxonomy in a migratory and urbanization
process—a process at the core of the growth of the Mexican national
economy from the 1960s through the 1980s. And it is about a lack of
language about a female experience of transformation of gender roles:
a gap between an everyday gender experience that articulates emergent
and residual forms, and the search for a language to actually describe it.
An emergent form, for instance, can be read into the celebration of the
quinceañera (or the decision not to celebrate), which pulls together a
language of a modern impulse to individuation, a complex network of
social capital building, an objectification of the female body as a vessel,
and the female body’s commodification. At the same time, it reiterates
a language of the time of la ilusión before marriage, and the reality after
it, that are part of a traditional narrative of gender roles.

Suffering, however, is not merely about the gap between the realm
of experience and the possibility of its articulation in language. For some
people it is also about the loss of belonging to an imagined community,
and the need to reintegrate oneself into the rural-urban relationship.
Changes in Jalisco’s regional economy reflect the increase of remittances
of Mexican migrants to the United States, and the infusion of new na-
tional and international capital investment. These developments are
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shaping the economy and the livelihood of pueblos and ranchos as well
as colonias populares, and they are introducing some new socioeco-
nomic differences between those who migrated to Guadalajara in the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, and those who either stayed behind or traveled
instead to the northern U.S. frontier. In the stories and life strategies of
those who have settled in Guadalajara, moments of recollection, inter-
pretations of both rural and urban changes, and fixity are sources of
empowerment and anxiety for the migrant subject. Being from the
pueblo or from a rancho are narratives about the reconstruction of be-
longing, and they are also spaces of differentiation for the people who
articulate them.Moreover, they are about the inscriptions of moral value
into space. They entail the affirmation of belonging to a present spatial
order, even if at times it is looked down on (as in the case of a bad,
violent urban neighborhood), and an association with a rural space
where social relations lack reflexivity and self-consciousness. Migration
is recollected and narrated in a language of empowerment and/or suf-
fering that emerges from having come to know another (urban) world,
and coming to re-know oneself in it. These narratives are about the
partial mastery and failures of the overlap between everyday life expe-
riences, the labor market, desire, and imagination.

James Clifford has argued that the informant in anthropological re-
search is now a “historical subject, neither a cultural type nor a unique
individual” (Clifford 1997: 23). Capturing that historical transformation
in anthropological writing is a challenge. However, my interpretation
of this challenge is that we should not be afraid to engage with the
phenomenology of ethnographic encounters in the process ofmigration,
cultural and economic flows, and reconfigurations: narratives are per-
formed, and desires, imagination, and suffering are experienced. They
emerge out of historical, socially regulated processes; in mediating and
flows and disjunctions between media, financial, and ethno scapes (Ap-
padurai 1990); as well as in the constrictions on these flows that trans-
formations of transnational capital generate (Ong 1999). Nonetheless,
they are also phenomenological revelations of selves in the making,
which carry with them the burden of the problematization of the infor-
mant. For me this phenomenological revelation is something that eth-
nography cannot jettison without running the risk of becoming an an-
thropology of rumors.

Modernity as it emerges through a colonia popular is open to inter-
pretations which themselves are engines of the inscription of social dif-
ference. Processes of a centralization of the suburb have, at heart, micro-
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histories of land legalization, struggles for housing, and more recently
campaigns for relative gentrification. When house tenancy is at risk be-
cause gentrification is taking place, a process of socioeconomic stratifi-
cation and differentiation between homeowners and tenants becomes
part of a narrative of increased social atomization for some, while for
others it signifies increased civilization and a decreasing violence in the
urban environment. Leaving Polanco is for some young, newly formed
families about finding their niche in newly urbanizing areas of the city
and the possibility of living in modern blocks of flats. But for older
families who, because of rent increases, are forced to move to an under-
serviced area of the city, leaving is about their decreasing economic
power in the urban economy. The centralization of a suburb thus pro-
duces different narratives of social differentiation, not only about a
memory of a migrant past, but also about a present of urban mobility.

Aspects of the relation between modernity and urbanization in Gua-
dalajara emerge from focusing anthropological narratives into themicro-
political history of land tenancy, housing struggles, and socio-urbanmo-
bilization. The articulation of this focus can be read both as a process
of group identity formation within the development and contraction of
an urban popular movement, and as a discourse of subject formation.
It is important to remember that social mobilization in Guadalajaran
low-income neighborhoods such as Polanco initially emerged at the
grassroot level to address local concerns about land issues and housing.
However, now that some of those concerns have been addressed, they
have been translated into an interest in national agendas of electoral and
political transparency, and defense of human rights. I would argue that
these emerging concerns in Guadalajaran civil society at large, and spe-
cifically in some low-income neighborhoods, are also rooted in specific
histories of socio-religious mobilizations and in the spillover effect of
years of consciousness raising in the Comunidades, and related activities
such as those of the grupo de salud. To understand urban identity, we
need to look for threads that reemerge but may get concealed in distinct
forms at different moments of local, urban, regional, and national his-
tory.

In Mexico, modernity has also been a hegemonic national project
of normative citizenship. This project has allegedly involved all ethnic
groups and classes, but in reality it has peripheralized the poor and
certain ethnic groups, who have not experienced the full benefits of
national incorporation and economic growth. And to some extent, the
success of this modernizing project has been paradoxically based on the
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failures of this incorporation. I have tried to show how, through low-
income urban space, el pueblo becomes a key force in the national proj-
ect—a socially diversifying process. In some cases, a self-ascribed or a
descriptive category of el pueblo is more about political rhetoric than a
reflection of a unified force on the ground.

The move to commodify medicine, pluralize health choices, and the
turn to natural and alternative medicine (which has been increasingly
observed within developing countries) translates through this low-
income neighborhood as an interpretative struggle between faith and
scientific knowledge. But this interpretative struggle needs to be under-
stood in a context of economic hardship where biomedical cures are
often unaffordable and perceived as less effective, even if they are pro-
moted via national and regional health care programs. I have read, then,
into interpretative struggles how the agency of subjects is located, and
the self is revealed.

Domingo has not been well and is becoming weaker. I cannot stop thinking
about an old, rusting car with American plates he used to keep in his courtyard.
The car had been turned into a giant metal flowerpot, with plants on the roof,
and medicinal cooking herbs and weeds growing underneath and on the sides.
The inside had been used as a greenhouse during the colder months. In one
of my last visits, the car was gone, but its image still flickers in my mind.
Domingo and his family knew well that modernity needs a root in the court-
yard. And by the time modernity, like a car, has been left behind, if ever, it
has become something different.
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appendix a

Homeopathic Principles

The theoretical principles of homeopathy are distinct from allopathy.
Homeopathy derives from the Greek words homoion,whichmeans “sim-
ilar,” and pathein, which means “to suffer.” The basic principle is that
the cure is similar to the symptoms. While allopathy attacks and fights
disease, homeopathy learns from the symptoms in order to give a rem-
edy that does not stop the manifestation, but actually causes those symp-
toms in a healthy person. The symptoms are thought to be generated
by a disharmony of vital energy, but there is no concept of an internal
cause of disease. Generally speaking, for allopathy, the body is seen in
terms of the metaphor of a hydraulic system—illness is due to an internal
structural disorder (reductionism) or to the modification of a dynamic
phenomena (functionalism), or in other words, an alteration of the ho-
meostatic mechanisms (Federspil 1990).

For homeopathy, illness is the sum of its symptoms: there are no
diseases, only sick people (Nicholls 1988). According to Samuel Hah-
nemann, the founder of homeopathy, illness is so subtle that it cannot
be perceived through human observation.1 Therefore, homeopathy
shifts from trying to learn the organic cause of illness to understanding
the body process of illness. Homeopathy treats the symptomatology of
the body following Hering’s law, which concerns the order and hier-
archy in which symptoms appear and disappear: “Symptoms disappear
from within outward, from above downward, from more important to
less important, and in reverse order of their appearance” (Weiner and
Goss 1989: 61).

The disease disappears from within outward, from spiritual/mental
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dimensions to bodily, physical expressions.2 InHahnemann’s thought—
which the puristas claim to follow closely—illness is generated from
disharmony in the spiritual and etheric bodies which then materializes
in the physical body. In fact, homoeopathic remedies are created
through “spiritualizing matter” (Dethlefsen and Dahlke 1984). The pro-
cess of dynamization takes place through a series of infinitesimal dilu-
tions of the original substance in an alcohol base. At higher potencies,
there is no longer any molecular presence of the original substance. The
more dynamized the substance is, the stronger and deeper the effect on
the psychological, mental, and spiritual bodies of the patients. Homeo-
pathic remedies are peculiar to a certain individual, rather than to a
particular disease, and their method of validation is experimental. All
symptoms can be equally valid, and there is no evident priority or chain
of consequentiality. Different aspects of the illness are treated in a syn-
chronic manner. Allopathy, on the other hand, tends to atomize illness,
looking “objectively” into its evolutionary process.

The first school of homeopathy in Mexico, the Escuela Libre de
Homeopatı́a, was founded in Mexico City during the dictatorship of
Porfirio Dı́az. By the end of the 1990s, the only nationally recognized
school was the Escuela Nacional de Homeopatı́a del Politécnico Na-
cional in Mexico City, according to data provided by the director of the
Department of Alternative Medicine at the Universidad de Guadalajara.
In fact, the Colegio de Homeopatas de Jalisco, which trains only allo-
pathic doctors, and the school of Homoeopatas Puros de Jalisco, which
accepts anybody who is interested, regardless of previous medical train-
ing, have not yet been officially recognized. The former leans toward an
alternista approach that combines allopathy with homeopathy, while the
latter closely follows the teachings of Hahnemann and adopts a holistic
view of patients. Those who study at the Homeopatas Puros de Jalisco
cannot advertise their practice openly, but publicize their work by word
of mouth. Some schools, then, are more official than others.
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Trees of Life and Death
Biblical Education
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ÁRBOL DE LA VIDA

Salud
* Liberación, conciencización * Servicio,

convivir * Aire puro, servicios públicos * Vivienda
adecuada * Agua * Buena higiene * Salud en manos del

pueblo * Medicina Popular y natural: Herbolaria,
Masaje, Fitoterapia, Magnetoterapia,
Reflexologı́a . . . * Fe, confianza,

esperanza *
Vida

* Democracia y
organización popular

* Ayuda mutua
* Cambiar la estructura

* Conciencia
* Solidaridad * Hermandad * Compartir lo que

conocemos * Tierra y medios de produción en mano del pueblo *

TREE OF LIFE

Health
* Liberation, consciousness raising * Service, living together *

Clean air, public services * Adequate housing
* Water * Good hygiene * Health in the hands of people

* Medicina popular and natural medicine: Herbalism,Massage, Aromatherapy,1

Magnetotherapy,2 Reflexology * Faith, Trust,
Hope *
Life

* Democracy and
popular organization

* Mutual help
* Structural change
*Consciousness

* Solidarity * Brotherhood * Sharing what we know
* Land and means of productions in the hands of the people *
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ÁRBOL DEL MUERTE

Enfermedades
*Amargura * Propaganda extranjera

* Casas farmacéuticas * IMSS, ISSSTE * Cólera *
Enfermedades de los nervios * Odio * Drogadicción

* Alcoholismo * Alimentos Chatarra * Falta de servicios
sanitarios * Anemia * Bichos * Falta de amor *

Anticonceptivos * Injusticia, desconfianza
* Ignorancia

Muerte
* Gobierno *

* Control de medio
de comunicaciones *
* Capitalismo (Papá
Estados Unidos) *
* Dominación
subalterna *

* Bajos salarios * Acaparadores de riquezas
* Explotación * Falta de servicios básicos

TREE OF DEATH

Illness
* Bitterness * Foreign propaganda

* Chemical industries * IMSS, ISSSTE * Cholera *
Nervous ailments * Hate * Drug addiction

* Alcoholism * Junk food * Lack of health care services
* Anemia * Worms * Lack of love *
Contraceptives * Injustice, mistrust

* Ignorance
Death *

Government *
Control of the media *

Capitalism (Daddy United States)
* Domination/subalternity *

Low salaries * Monopolizers of wealth
* Exploitation * Lack of basic services
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Notes

Introduction
1. There are obviously many exceptions, which I will be discussing later. I

am thinking here of the work of, among others, Nestor Garcı́a Canclini, Claudio
Lomnitz-Adler, and Guillermo de la Peña.

2. The dialectic between ethnography and anthropological theory is one of
the most challenging and interesting aspects of writing anthropology/ethnog-
raphy. See the challenge, for instance, of feminist thinking (Gordon and Behar
1995; Visweswaran 1994).

3. Despite the danger of gross overgeneralization, modernity has produced
two analyses of the self/subject which have different starting points. Dialectical
communitarian theories of the self have stressed that selves are constructed in
mutual transformation and tension with society. This core idea of the self has
drawn anthropological attention to social practices that constitute held values
and beliefs and to phenomenological, interpretative processes of self-revelation.
To a certain extent this has been a conceptual frame for a humanistic anthro-
pology. On the other hand, postmodernist and poststructuralist theories have
attacked the idea of the existence of a core self which existed a priori of social
interaction, and looked instead at how the (gendered) subject is shaped by nor-
mative projects and regulatory practices. In this view, even projects of self-
invention and self-discovery are not part of a liberatory project, but still the
effects of a particular discursive power. Subjects are not revealed, but socially
created (Coole 1995: 123–125). Particular attention has to be paid to the histori-
cization of experience and to the generative power that produces the subject
through processes of difference and historical sedimentations.

4. The Culture and Personality approach coined an idea of a culture of pov-
erty. Broadly speaking, lower-class people were seen as having behavioral atti-
tudes related to fatalism, sexual exploitation, and drinking behavior that re-
created their marginal position in society.
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5. Some of these studies were aimed at finding out the laws of urban for-
mation through an objectification of space, and a few were embedded inMarxist
and positivist approaches; see, for instance, Higgins’s (1983) work on urban
Oaxaca.

6. Though not the first to use this expression, Gutmann stresses that gender
stereotypes have to be understood via the ways gendered subjects identify with
different and mutable domains of gender identity.

7. Through exploring innovative and important issues about the acquisition
and representations of voices across borders and their transformational power
in historically situated personhood, Behar argues that a peasant peddler woman
experiences the contradictions of multiple-gendered identity as existing in her
life and in the representations of Mexican national history (Behar 1993). On the
other hand, the masculine subject emerges in the contradictions and tensions
between popular and dominant understandings, and practices of gender identity
within a changing national history and urban popular culture (Gutmann 1996).
The existence of a “will to identity” in a low-income neighborhood of Mexico
City indicates that there is a creative space for changing social relations such as
fatherhood and fathering, as well as machismo imagery.

8. First, there is a tradition of interpretative anthropology that has always
had a particular eye to questions of memory, self-narrative, and construction of
meaning. This has a structuralist legacy that assumes that there is something
unknown to people that the anthropologist’s narrative is often able to make
known and meaningful. Second, there are the analyses of the subject that dis-
locate that same self-narrative as essential to a particular political-historical dis-
cursive configuration. This view is not interested in a phenomenological ap-
proach, which in itself is read as a foundationalist discourse. The thesis of this
book suggests that we need both of these approaches, as each gives a different
insight into urban identities.

9. The implementation of the PRONASOL program drew criticisms about
a hidden presidential agenda behind the setting up of the program itself. The
aim of targeting the provision or upgrading of infrastructure did not really create
employment and subsequent sustainable growth. The grants were allocated to
communities throughout the country who already had a certain degree of in-
ternal organization and a capacity for negotiation with the ministerial agencies,
rather than reaching the poorest of the poor who often lack literacy (for example,
indigenous communities) or were not subscribing to already existing systems of
political patronage.

10. It was clear however that Salinas’s interest in promoting such programs
was to gain back the support of constituencies that had supported the opposi-
tion, Partido Revolucionario Democrático (PRD), in 1988 presidential and sub-
sequent mid-term elections (Varley 1994). He had used, once again, forms of
patronage and clientelistic relations that have ruledMexican government politics
since the revolution.

11. In fact, the dream of stability was completely shattered by the devaluation
of the peso in 1994, which Ernesto Zedillo had to declare despite what he had
just promised in his electoral campaign. It was also shaken by the Chiapas re-
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bellion (launched in January 1994), which, appealing to international media
attention, made it impossible for the Mexican government to kill the rebellion
with massive coercive and military force, but obliged it to embark on new pro-
cesses of negotiation with indigenous groups as political counterparts.

12. Before the 1994 presidential elections, internal divisions began to emerge
in the PRI following the assassinations of presidential candidate Luis Donaldo
Colosio and Judge José Francisco Ruı́z Massieu (this also occurred in the PRD
after the election of Cuahutemoc Cárdenas as mayor of Mexico City, during the
latter part of the 1990s). They indicated a change and a deep crisis in Mexican
politics. It was no longer possible to contain and subdue internal divisions in
the major political parties (especially the PRI). However, the connivance and
the control by emerging economic forces of political figures (such as Mario
Villanueva Madrid, the PRI governor of Quintana Roo who fled the country
in April 1999 after allegations were made that he was linked to the Cali drug
cartel) have suggested obscure and endangering links in these political changes
(Gledhill 1999: 29). Nonetheless, the agenda of the newly elected government
of Vicente Fox and the PAN includes ensuring transparency and fighting cor-
ruption, but without the witch hunting of former PRI representatives whowere
involved in previous government connivances. It is still too early to say whether
these goals will be matched by substantive action and a radical change in the
political mentality of the new Mexican government.

13. At the time this book went to press, Fox’s government was proposing a
fiscal reform program, known as “La Nueva Hacienda Publica,” which would
create public revenue with the aim of improving education and tackle social
exclusion. Originally, Fox proposed a VAT increase of 15 percent on goods such
as food, medicine, and books. However, that proposal was withdrawn after
public outcry and heated debate.

14. This is the case of the individualist impulses, which are not yet completely
articulated, that emerge in the celebration of the quinceañera feast, discussed in
Chapter 5.

Chapter 1
1. I wish to thank Renée de la Torre for this and other insightful remarks on

this chapter.
2. The cultural conservatism of Guadalajara rests on the importance that the

Church has had in the history of the town, and its often antagonistic relation
with the national state. This was clearly its case of the Cristiada (1926–1929), a
popular protest movement that developed in the Jalisco region in opposition to
the post-revolutionary state, perceived as socialist and anticlerical. Moreover,
many folkloric characters of Guadalajara and Jalisco have been used as national
symbols for identification of Mexican culture—including charros (horsemen
dressed in special clothes), mariachis (male folk singers)—using originally local
cultural expressions in stereotyped national and transnational forms.

3. Mestizaje is a problematic term whose debate has been central to much
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of anthropology of identity in Latin America (Hall 1997). The only point I wish
to stress here is that mestizaje has been a discourse about homogenization of the
political and the biological body (Nelson 1999: 208) and a revolutionary ide-
ology, in the Mexican case, that has had a unified nation at its core (Lomnitz-
Adler 1992: 281). In the process of Mexican state formation the definition of
mestizaje as complementary or in opposition to indigenous cultures has been a
central and contested debate in the definition of the Mexican nation, its political
culture, and archetypal imagery (Gutiérrez 1998).

4. First, intensified mechanization of agriculture created pressure on food
prices because production was directed toward export rather than internal con-
sumption. Pressure on agricultural wages pushed small landowners to increase
cash crops at the expense of staple crop production, and this had obvious re-
percussions upon the self-sufficiency of the campesinos (farmers) in periods of
bad harvests. This situation, conjoined with increased concentration of land
under the hacienda system, created a mass of landless rural people unable to
sustain their life from agricultural activities.

5. An ejido is a land corporately owned by a community. Its tenure was
assigned by presidential command for the agricultural exploitation of a single
person or a group of people who had usufruct rights, but not the right to sell,
rent, or transfer the property. This character of strict inalienability, specified in
Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution, was eliminated by an amendment promoted
by President Salinas in 1992.

6. The population estimate at the end of the 1990s is around four and half
million, but we will need to wait for the next INEGI census in 2001 to have
new official data. When this book went to press the data was not yet available.

7. Greater Guadalajara is constituted by a cluster of municipalities including
Guadalajara and parts of Tlaquepaque (in the southeast), Zapopan (in the north-
west), and Tonalá (in the northeast), as well as expanding industrial areas such
as El Salto in the south and Tlajomulco.

8. Up to 20 percent of the world production of IBM takes place in the region
of Jalisco (Medina Ortega 1997: 125).

9. Maquiladoras are small, sometimes home-based, workshops that receive
subcontracts from larger companies to do a part of the production process of
manufactured goods, assembling already-made parts such as shoes and techno-
logical, electronic, and photographic equipment (Escobar Latapı́ 1988). Origi-
nally they developed on the U.S. border, but this system of production has
spread through central areas such as Guadalajara, where infrastructure and gov-
ernment policy are facilitating their installation (Duràn and Partida 1990).

10. Migrants arrived from rural areas or small towns, mainly in the states of
Zacatecas, Michoacán, Districto Federal, and especially Jalisco. Up to the mid-
1970s nearly half of the migrant population came from the region of Jalisco
(Winnie and Velázquez 1987). The areas that have had the highest migration
rates have not always been the poorest; it is often relative deprivation between
the families of those who have migrated and those who have not, increased by
migrants remittances (Massey 1994: 716), which triggers additional migration.

11. I refer here to Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital, which implies that



NOTES TO PAGES 23–27 199

within particular fields of forces, actors can acquire (or lose) power through
resources related to social connections, communication, and groupmembership
(Bourdieu 1987). I am not engaging here with the criticisms that have been
directed to Bourdieu’s thinking, but simply want to draw attention to immaterial
and empowering aspects of capital (as wealth and resources, not as a process of
exploitation) within social relations, in a migratory process, and, as I discuss
later in the book, in religious and health care group’s memberships.

12. The dichotomy of modern/urban versus traditional/rural is studied
through analyses of push and pull factors, which should explain what attracts
people to the urban life and repels them from their place of origin (e.g., Redfield
1947; Lewis 1961, 1966). Migrants are considered rational actors who tend to
maximize outcomes with reference to their goals (Kemper 1977). Through the
reification of universal psychological states, their action is decontextualized from
its historical-economic setting. While presenting identity modernization theory,
the focus is on the description of life conditions in the countryside as backward,
and on the description of values, beliefs, and expectations in relation to urban
life. The root metaphors of this approach hinge upon notions of progress, de-
velopment and acculturation, and on backwards versus advanced. This ap-
proach’s main problem is that it assumes both socioeconomic homogeneity
among the migrants and a universal notion of rationality. On the other hand,
the historical structuralist approach, which developed in the 1970s and 1980s,
focuses on other aspects of migration (Kearney 1986): on migration’s macro-
economic causes within capitalist industrialization (Muñoz 1977). Then the fo-
cus on urban migration studies shifted to issues of labor distribution, class re-
lations, and changes in the agrarian structures to explain the condition of urban
migrants as the proletariat in the capitalist development (e.g., Frank 1971; Rob-
erts 1978; Arizpe 1978; Escobar Latapı́ 1986; Muñoz 1977; Escobar Latapı́ and
De la Rocha 1987). However, structural, class-based approaches to urban mi-
gration tend to underestimate the existence of counterhegemonic processes and
overlook the diversification and idiosyncrasies of migrants’ experiences. Mi-
grants often do not lose their cultural identity, but they create and re-create their
local culture through associations or informal gatherings (e.g., Altamirano 1984;
Altamirano et al. 1997; Hirabayashi 1983).

13. Those major services were to include systems for potable water with
house meters, electricity, drainage, street lighting, street curbs, paved streets,
street names, street trees, parks, and recreation areas.

14. The groups are organized at the level of the street and the colonia, and
they are aimed to develop a local knowledge based on personal and social in-
terpretations of the Bible, as well as an impulse for community action. I discuss
this movement in full in Chapter 3.

15. The 1990s saw a clear process of mercantilization and individualization
of popular housing schemes, such as Infonavit (Instituto del Fondo Nacional
de la Vivienda para los Trabajadores), which, rather than expanding the provi-
sion and building of low-cost housing, has become instead more of a financial
system for family housing loans and savings.

16. Intercolonias is a progressive movement founded in 1985 within theCath-
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olic Church that organized a group of colonias in Guadalajara with the aim of
promoting local agendas for better social and urban services.

17. CoReTT was initially constituted as an urban agency to promote urban
planning and growth, but it turned out to be an agrarian agency limiting its
task to land regulation (Varley 1992: 16).

18. Religious organizations have been particularly central in the process of
urbanization in Guadalajara because of the lack of alternative associations. Ex-
tended migrant families have not settled in the same area, but have been dis-
persed in the urban area through a high rate of internal urban migration due to
the tight control (before the formation of illegal settlements) on land urbani-
zation. Second, ethnicity has not been a catalyst for urban affiliation because of
the cultural homogeneity of migrants’ origins (De la Peña and De la Torre 1992:
576–577).

19. At the beginning of the 1990s the proportion of houses with valid own-
ership papers was estimated as 76.1 percent, leaving 23.9 percent with irregular
papers; for instance, receipts of payments, land title transfers, and other docu-
ments were not considered official proof of ownership (from the Organización
de Colonos Indipendientes de Polanco [OCIP] census of 1991).

20. The history of this legal dispute is complex and detailed, and goes beyond
the theme of this book. Nevertheless, it is important to point out the connivance
between public and private sectors in violating constitutional laws regarding
land expropriation.

21. Since 1974 the Jesuits have set up three training houses in Polanco, mak-
ing the barrio the center of residence for novices in Guadalajara, with the aim
of being closer to the everyday life of the poor.

22. During this period, political parties such as the Partido Socialista de los
Trabajadores (PST) and the Partido ComunistaMexicano (PCM)unsuccessfully
attempted to take advantage of the political mobilization.

23. A similar case of social mobilization occurred in 1980. In that incident,
through a network of rapid communication, people were called in to block the
activity of bulldozers with their bodies. The workers had been sent at night by
the ayuntamiento to evict thirty-eight families with the excuse/reason that the
area had to be transformed into a recreation center.

24. The Comité Popular de Sur is an urban popular movement formed in
1980 in the southern part of the city, and it is composed of representatives of
several colonias populares: Lomas de Polanco, Lázaro Cárdenas, Lopez Portillo,
Vicente Guerrero, Polanco Oriente, Echeverria, and La Longaniza.

25. The stalls, in principle, can be occupied by anyone willing to pay a fee to
the organizers based on the size of the stall. However, I was told that to acquire
a good location requires a bribe of some sort.

Chapter 2
1. Some interesting analyses have explored the systemic nature of Mexican

sociocultural formations and the practice of talking about changes in different
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spheres of life in urban contexts (Arizpe 1989). This study of capitalist devel-
opment in the Mexican medium-size town of Zamora has shown the lack of an
adequate cultural response capable of counterbalancing new forms of social,
political, and sexual inequality, with the result being that technological modern-
ization has not been met by practices connected to positive values of modernity
(Arizpe 1989: 237).

2. Identity is seen as the point of junction (or fracture) between “intimate
cultures”—the system of signs and meaning which is part of a cultural under-
standing—and a “culture of social relation”—the objectification of different
forms of intimate cultures (Lomnitz-Adler 1992).What is important in Lomnitz-
Adler’s systemic approach is the attempt to see how internalization of cultural
practices and values is linked to hegemonic processes, and therefore how iden-
tification is a process of power that shapes power hierarchies which are created
both between and within identity groups (Lomnitz-Adler 1992).

3. The ritual reenactment of the past and the representation of tradition are
central focuses for the construction of collective memory (Connerton 1989),
both at cognitive and bodily levels. However, the division between reenactment
and representation of the past especially tends to blur while dealing with life
stories. The work by Ruth Behar, for instance, shows the overlapping of these
two dimensions: while she narrates how her informant—Esperanza—represents
her life history to the eyes and ears of the ethnographer, she conveys very poi-
gnantly how those representations become moments of reenactment and sub-
sequent transformation of both Esperanza’s and Ruth’s sense of self (Behar
1993). Memories of past and present experiences of rage and anguish can be
redeemably transformed through the telling and the writing of life histories
(Behar 1990).

4. The “tales of the city”—the narrativation of urban space—can also be
powerful tools to understand the relation between conceptualization and phe-
nomenology of urban space (Finnegan 1999).

5. Mental mapping and cognitive representations have to be integrated with
analyses of embodied experience (Csordas 1994). A focus on embodied experi-
ence, in my view, sheds light on what Stewart calls the connaissance, a local,
contingent form of knowing related to particular social space (Stewart 1995)
where physiological rhythms (of the body) come together with the rhythms of
social practice. Thus the urban space is created by lived experience and per-
formed styles.

6. This concept refers to the lived expression of the articulation of different
but interconnected domains—such as the financescape, the ethnoscape, andme-
diascape—which can often be in articulation through disjunction (Appadurai
1995).

7. In this case I was confronted with different ideas of beauty: my personal
view of nature as the most refined form of beauty and elegance, versus their
ideas of the human elaboration of a natural theme.

8. Rural life is often associated with healthier, more natural food. Leaving
the rancho to come to the city has meant dietary shifts, with animal rennet often
being replaced by corn oil, and fruit more readily available (though often ex-
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pensive for the average household). Comida chatarra (junk food) is widely avail-
able, especially in the city, and accounts for a considerable share of the money
spent daily on food.

9. When something bad happens to a man, the blame is normally placed on
the evil vagos, but if it happens to a woman, people tend to blame her instead,
saying, for example, that it happened because she should have not been there.

10. Bandillerismo is the phenomenon of bands of juveniles, or gangs. For a
good study of this in Guadalajara see Reguillo Cruz 1991. Living in Polanco,
one learns to defend oneself from from being hassled by the poorly paid mu-
nicipal police, who often arrest boys harmlessly hanging around in the street
and then ask for money or goods to release them.

11. The Comunidades work at the street level. It is interesting to note years
later that many neighborhood streets that used to have a strong group of those
involved in Bible study have maintained a stronger character of mutual help than
on other streets where such groups were either not strong or were absent.

12. As I pointed out in chapter 1, the control of land invasion through es-
tablishment of fraccionamientos populares in the urbanization of Guadalajara
has made the settling of kin in neighboring areas difficult (De la Peña and De
la Torre 1990).

13. Connerton (1989) describes three different types of memory: personal
memories (one’s own history), cognitive memories (related to knowledge of our
past experiences), and habit memories (acting out memory in a particular per-
formance). In this book I explore the relation between these interconnected
forms.

14. The relation between revenge, village identity, family ties, and patron-
client relations is the subject of Friedrich’s (1986) important ethnography on
rural Mexico.

15. I refer particularly to the previous description of urban social movements,
where I pointed out that those movements arise where the provision of services
by the welfare system is contested by different actors, and to the symbolic ex-
periences analyzed in Chapter 5.

16. Chapala is a lake south of Guadalajara that has long been a tourist at-
traction (especially for North Americans), but its waters have been receding for
some time, having a negative impact on tourism.

17. As pointed out in Chapter 1, in the region of westernMexico (and Jalisco
in particular) ethnicity has not recently been a category of imposed or self-chosen
identity for most people (with the probable exception of the major indigenous
group, the Huicholes, who live in the Sierra Madre between the Jalisco and the
Nayarit regions). The indigenous population in the Guadalajara region de-
creased significantly during the sixteenth century but rebounded significantly in
the nineteenth century (Van Joung 1981: 39). The increase in population was a
result of land pressure in the countryside and also of economic changes that led
to Guadalajara’s emergence as an important commercial hub. Guadalajara, then
ruled by a mulatto/mestizo elite, was surrounded by Indian pueblos that later
became part of what is now Greater Guadalajara.
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18. In the past, but no longer, cross-cousin marriage was common.
19. It would be interesting to understand how particular regional features

(in the case of Jalisco, a strong Catholicism, deep ranchero rather than indige-
nous roots, and a desire to migrate to the United States, especially California)
affect changes in masculinity, and then compare the material to similar thematic
studies elsewhere in urban Mexico (e.g., Gutmann 1996).

20. Don Domingo and his family have started to appreciate their indigenous
roots, in part because of their experience of the Comunidades in Polanco and
their proximity to a freemason cousin who lives in the village and works in
Guadalajara as a judge. This cousin teaches them about the danger of U.S.
colonization, and the pride of having indigenous Mexican roots, but most peo-
ple in the village look down on him for his openly anticlerical views.

Chapter 3
1. Levine (1992: 29) uses popular subject to stress the transformation of peo-

ple from backwards/voiceless objects to self-creating subjects—vital actors in the
process of religious and cultural change. I use the term to indicate a condition
of subalternity that can be potentially reversed by an active subject who attempts
to escape imposed attributed categories within a process of construction and
transference of knowledge.

2. There is an extensive literature on the subject of the Comunidades de
Eclesiales de Base and liberation theology developed since the 1960s from the
reflections of theologists such as Gustavo Gutiérrez and Leonardo Boff. I only
wish to mention here the main principles of this theology: the rise of social and
political awareness is the base of Catholic evangelization; poverty and its erad-
ication are a theological concern; education is a fundamental step of evangeli-
zation; and social justice for the poor is required for the spiritual liberation of
the whole society.

3. Jesuits are an internally differentiated group, and they have not been the
only religious order involved in this evangelical movement within the Catholic
Church in Latin America; therefore, the CEBs movement cannot be associated
exclusively with their work. The development of liberation theology, the expe-
riences of the CEBs and the activities of the Company of Jesus are intercon-
nected, but they should not be conflated into the same subject.

4. I particularly refer to the charismatic movement, which has outstripped
the importance of the CEBs movement in the archdioceses of Guadalajara and
has had an important impact on the Jalisco region since the late 1980s and 1990s.
But CEBs discourses also have to be understood in counter-opposition to evan-
gelical Protestant movements and new religions such as the Iglesia de la Luz del
Mundo, which has its headquarters in Guadalajara, and the Jehovah’sWitnesses,
who also have a remarkable presence in this same urban region (De la Torre
1997).

5. For example, consider the opposition between the Mexican state and the
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Mexican Catholic Church. I stress once again that the formation of the modern
twentieth-century Mexican state has been in opposition to the antimodern rhet-
oric and conservative position of the Mexican Catholic Church.

6. Posada was cardinal until May 25, 1993, when he was killed (by some
accounts, accidentally) in a drug cartel shooting. He was recognized as being
very hostile to the liberation theology movement. In Guadalajara, he replaced
so-called radical priests (those inclined to liberation theology) with clergy sym-
pathetic to the charismatic movement. Posada had been appointed cardinal in
Rome by Pope John Paul II in 1991, and along with the Papal Nuncio (or
envoy), Girolamo Prigione, was considered one of the pope’s important allies
in Mexico (Camp 1997: 230–232).

7. This image contrasts with the images of Christ in pain on the cross, and
the infant Christ, both associated with traditional religion. Traditional religion
is part of popular religion, as the latter has been characterized as an “ethos” of
passivity based on the socialization of time and space (the centrality of repro-
ductive cycles and of one’s own community/family), worship of the blessed
Virgin, God as the eternal Father, and Christ’s birth and his passion on the cross
(Dussel 1986).

8. However, Beverley (1999) has argued that this reading assimilates the sub-
ordinate/hegemonic axes to the popular/cultured, traditional/modern and fails
to unveil how the subaltern operates within modernity and hybridization pro-
cesses (1999: 128). I am only briefly referring here to the contribution that sub-
altern studies have had to the debate of politics of modernity in Latin America.
Since 1992 the Latin American Subaltern Studies group has rightly pointed out
the need to escape the binarism intrinsic to subaltern studies and address instead
the blurring area where the dominant overlaps with the subaltern, especially
when the latter is associated with the heterogeneous category of “people.” The
tensions between el pueblo and los pueblos that I discuss in this chapter is a
revealing example.

9. Briefly, the historical process of opposition and of negotiation of power
between the State and the Mexican Church has been important in the shaping
of the latter. For example, the denial of juridical person of the Church in 1917
led to the Cristero Rebellion in the mid- to late 1920s, and later to the formation
of conservative political groups in the Guadalajara region. Other topics too com-
plicated to explore in depth here include the peculiarities and reasons behind
the strong hold of the Catholic Church in western Mexico: the role that the
Church has had in mediating between the State and civil society in Jalisco, and
in the city of Guadalajara; the Church’s conservative, antimodern stance, partic-
ularly in the Jalisco region; and the presence of many novices’ houses in Gua-
dalajara. Among the extensive bibliography on these subjects, see, e.g., Meyer
1973; Arias et al. 1981; Laueza 1985; Ortoll et al. 1985; Concha Malo 1986; Canto
1991; Muro 1994; De la Torre 1998; Camp 1997; and Fortuny Loret de Mola
1999b.

10. The experience of the CEBs in Mexico can be divided into three main
historical periods: (1) the Renovación Pastoral, or el Nacimiento (1968–1975)
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(after the 1968 Medellı́n conference), when the exchange of experiences and the
mobilization of people began to take place at the grassroot level; (2) a second
period (1975–1979) (connected to the Puebla convention) marked by a confron-
tation between proponents of different models of the Church: the dominant
model, allied with the State against the pueblo, and the alternative model based
on increased participation of laypersons and the underprivileged classes in reli-
gious life. The new evangelization focused on promotion at the grassroot level,
involving groups such as those practicingmedicina popular (discussed in Chapter
4), and small cooperatives of production and consumption; and (3) the third
stage (1980 to the present), considered to be a period of transformation which
has led to increased participation in elections monitoring and defense of human
rights.

11. See Levine’s distinction between CEBs inspired by “radical ideals,” “so-
ciocultural transformation,” and “conservative ideals” (1993a: 47).

12. For example, the program of Solidaridad implemented by President Sa-
linas during his sexennium, was said to be designed for investment of govern-
ment resources in selected social welfare projects throughout the Republic. One
of the hidden agendas, though, was the displacement of the main party oppo-
sition rhetoric (at the time the PRD). The overall slogan of the projects meant
to shift the connotations of a central word in popular understanding—“solidar-
iedad”—away from a left-leaning political discourse to make it part of the po-
litical rhetoric of the government and the ruling party.

13. Sexual metaphors are often used to describe the body of society and the
body of nations, and in the language of the CEBs, sexual imagery of penetra-
tion has become a metaphor used to define boundaries of space and power re-
lations.

14. “Periferia” (suburb) refers to a group formed in 1977 by people interested
in the CEBs who were living in the colonias of López Portillo, De la Virgen del
Carmen, Balcones del Cuatro, Villa Guerreros, and Echeverria. They, too,
needed to organize themselves to lobby for installation of basic services, and in
this case the word “periferia” was related to the centrality of Polanco’s Comu-
nidades.

15. This critical review of the Jesuits’ position is not intended to diminish the
positive results of their activities in many colonias populares in various parts of
the country, and I am personally indebted to those Jesuits who offered com-
panionship and intellectual support while I was conducting fieldwork.

16. The ACM was formed in 1930 with the aim of strengthening Church
action in the social sphere. This organization was closely linked to the clergy,
and its goals and style of action always reflected the visions and inclination of
the Catholic religious hierarchy rather than the grassroots.

17. This recalls the life of Christ, and especially his suffering, as the root of
his holiness. In relation to the Comunidades, the joyful element in the sacred is
played down.

18. In the words of Don Pancho, who become an Adorador after many years
in the Comunidades:
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The message of the Adoración Nocturna is very different; the Adoración Nocturna
is an action that I have always known. Nevertheless I had never practiced. I tell the
priest that I feel ashamed to have discovered the Adoración at the age of sixty, but I
am enthusiastic and God appreciates it. The Adoración Nocturna is to be in dialogue
with God our Father and to devote some hours [in prayer] to him, while the Co-
munidades are more action-oriented. In the Adoración Nocturna one is directed in
one way, while in the Comunidades in another.

Chapter 4
1. Defining alternative, complementary, and integrated medicines (as in the

case of combinations with biomedicine as forms of “medical marriage” [Feath-
erson and Forsyth 1997]) is a matter of debate not addressed here. However,
the term “alternative” is used throughout because it is used at the grassroot level,
and the term “complementary” is becoming more widely used among medical
health professionals, especially in Britain and the United States. Nonetheless,
the term “alternative” is used by such major organizations as the Office of Al-
ternative Medicine (OAM), now called the National Center for Complementary
and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM), a remarkably expanding American gov-
ernmental institution initiated through a U.S. congressional mandate under the
1992 National Institutes of Health (NIH) Appropriations Bill, whose budget in
2000 was more than $64 million.

2. An interesting subfield of medical anthropology has explored the connec-
tion between the body, illness, and politics from a phenomenological angle
(Jackson 1983; Scheper-Hughes 1992; Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987) and
stresses that a reification of culture has confined the study of the body to sym-
bolic and semiotic fields, leaving the embodiment of experience under-explored
(Jackson 1983). Hence, an anthropological study of the embodiment of experi-
ence requires attention to the “environment of the way of acting” as the
condition present to the experience, which means paying attention to and ex-
periencing “practical mimesis” (joining in and inhabiting the world as others
do) (Jackson 1998). Related to this important distinction is another which
should also be kept in mind: that between somatics and the body. On the one
hand there is the perception of the body from the I-perspective—as the human
being perceiving her/himself from the inside. On the other hand the body is
perceived as a phenomenon—a body of behaviour—from a third-eye (Hanna
1995: 341, 343): both are coexistent but stress different narratives of the self. In
this chapter I concentrate on the body as represented socially in terms of illness,
but I am aware that somatics—in the sense of body intelligence and the active
sensory-motor responsive wisdom to events—is an important and still much
understudied area in anthropological studies on identity.

3. The term “curandero” can be translated as “medicine man,” “native
healer,” or “witch doctor” (the last term following Trotter’s classification in his
study of curanderos in the southwestern United States [Trotter and Chavira
1980]). I prefer to use the term “native healer” rather than “healer” or “spiritual
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healer”—acknowledging, however, the changing nature of the “native,” espe-
cially in an urban context. The contested and transformative nature of what is
“native” in urban contexts is one of the tensions that emerge in a vernacular
modernity.

4. For a brief introduction to the principles of homeopathy, the difference
between homoeopathic and allopathic medicine, and the development of ho-
meopathy in Guadalajara, see appendix A.

5. National health care in Mexico is divided into two areas: social assistance
and social security. Social assistance, provided by the Ministry of Health and
financed by state and federal institutions, covers approximately 35 percent of the
population (Nigenda et al. 2001: 9). The social security organization has two
major branches: the Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social (IMSS), created in
1944 for full-time employees of private enterprises, and the Instituto de Segur-
idad y Servicios Sociales de los Trabajadores del Estado (ISSSTE), created in
1960 for state employees. Other government-based institutions, such as the Se-
cretarı́a de Salubridad y Asistencia, or SSA (part of the Ministry of Health)
provide health care for those not covered by social assistance or social security.
However, this has been described as only a nominal health service, given that
its budget is quite low relative to the number of people it has to cover (Ward
1986).

6. “In reality the premise that health is the cause and effect of development
(the fair distribution of wealth) becomes an affirmation, because there is no
healthy population without development and this does not take place if the
distribution of wealth is unfair and there are poor conditions of health” (Sob-
erón Acevedo et al. 1988) (my translation).

7. A modernist and neoliberal view of society lay behind many of the dev-
olution reforms in health care systems that have been supported by the World
Bank (Gupta and Gumber 1999). Devolution, which is the shifting of primary
responsibility to local government agencies, is also the foundation of health
policy reforms in many other developing countries, such as the Philippines,
Honduras, and Tanzania. However, the effects of those policies—which often
decentralize responsibility, but not resources—on the well-being of the poor is
cause for real concern (Kiefer, personal communication, 1999).

8. In the 1980s, the government budgets for the IMSS, ISSSTE, and SSA
were reduced by 40 percent, 61 percent, and 50 percent, respectively (Belejack
and Barry 1992).

9. Patients’ dissatisfaction with doctors is also related to a lack of continuity
in the relationship: a patient is not guaranteed consultation with the same doctor
on different visits to the same hospital outpatient clinic.

10. Soledad—one of the former organizers of the group (see Chapter 6)—
is particularly critical of the medical profession: “The doctors are enabled to take
advantage of the people, the poor. . . . They study to become rich through the
suffering of people. . . . What we do in the grupo de salud is directed toward
those who have not studied, those like us, so that they can learn with what they
have.”

11. Remedios caseros are important not only in Mexican settings but also for
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Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the United States, and an increasing num-
ber of self-help books targeting Latino women offer information and advice on
using those remedies (Delgado 1997).

12. Important studies have examined the healing practices of traditional and
folk medicines in Mexico, especially among the indigenous population (Fábre-
gas and Silver 1973; Selby 1974; Ingham 1970; Signorini 1982). Nonetheless,
how popular (long-standing and continuously transformed) illness etiologies are
related to the contemporary development of alternative health care in urban areas
is an increasingly important but still understudied phenomenon (Finkler 1994).

13. One of the roots of alternative medicine is in vitalism (Inglis 1979), which
attributes illness to an imbalance of energy fields (e.g., at psychological and/or
spiritual levels) that manifests itself in physical symptoms. Instead of being con-
ceived as a recipient of external agents (medicines), the body is considered to
have self-healing power (Inglis 1979), and one goal of alternative medicine is to
release blockages that prevent such healing. However, because alternative med-
icine includes a great diversity of practices that do not share a theoretical uni-
versal paradigm (as is presumed of allopathic technological medicine) (Grossin-
ger 1980), a general definition of its basic principles is rather arbitrary. The
positive side of illness is that it can be a means of becoming aware of disharmony
and dis-ease in the physical body, and therefore of latent forces within one’s self
(Dethlefsen and Dahlke 1992). It differs from allopathic medicine in that prac-
titioners of alternative medicine seek to learn about and acknowledge imbalances
rather than simply treating the resulting illness. Therefore, the focus is on symp-
toms as expressions of the person, rather than symptoms in conflict with the
person. Healing can imply a sharing between the healer and the healed—a com-
passion in the sense of shared pathos. Often the process of healing depends on
a change of consciousness, both in the healer and the healed (Dethlefsen 1984).
Conventional medicine, in contrast, is symptom-focused and relies on the use
of drugs, while the relation between the patient and healer is potentially ignored.
Here a reference to allopathic systems is made with the realization that theoret-
ical universal assumptions in their applications may also embrace different, and
sometimes conflicting, practices (Hahn and Gaines 1985).

14. “The intent [of salud popular (the popular medicine movement)] is to
form a wide, self-sufficient and independent organization that, besides prevent-
ing and curing illness, defends the rights of the marginal classes by mobilizing
communities to demand basic services and fight for better living conditions of
life” (Palomar Verea 1988: 260, my translation).

15. During the Chinese revolution, knowledgeable and educated people be-
came involved in organizing forms of primary community health care. Called
“barefoot doctors,” they treated patients with a combination of acupuncture and
homemade remedies, and only referred them to Western doctors if their own
interventions were unsuccessful (Worsley 1982: 340). The Chinese traditional
medical system has been handed down mainly though written texts and has
maintained a certain unity, whereasMexican traditional medicine has been trans-
mitted orally and is more heterogeneous and fragmented (Loyoza Legorreta
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1991), which is one of the main reasons why it has been difficult to establish
such self-help training groups in Mexico.

16. In Mexico the World Health Organization’s program of medicina pop-
ular was hampered rather than facilitated by governmental policy. This is the
reason why later efforts have been promoted by universities and religious groups
(as in the case of Polanco), outside ministerial health planning, and why they
are therefore regarded as a form of resistance to the institutionalized order (Loy-
oza Legorreta 1990; Beltrán 1986).

17. I refer to those sociological studies based on historicalmaterialist analysis,
which uses abstract categories located in particular historical processes, instead
of traditional empirical epidemiology, to explain the relation between conditions
of health and sickness (Rojas Soriano 1982).

18. I use Dethlefsen’s analysis of Aristotelian categories of causality. Aristotle
distinguishes four types of causes: the causa efficiens, the motive power which
induces disease; the causa materialis, the material and physical cause; the causa
formalis, which shapes the result; and the causa finalis, the end cause, which is
related to the perceived aim (Dethlefsen 1984).

19. I refer here to the discussion in Chapter 3 concerning how “the poor”
are not a unified category, but a problematic one, since different agents have
different ideas about what is defined as being poor.

20. The treasurer and some group members had been meeting in private
houses, supervised byMercedes, a former nun who lived in the parishwith Padre
Nemo. Conflicts subsequently arose over allocation of parish resources and Pa-
dre Nemo’s support. As the original group became divided, the women became
critical of each other and often gossiped. Two women who participated in both
groups were not fully trusted by other members of the Vidasana group. After
Mauricio and Soledad were excluded from parish activities, Mercedes also took
on the coordination of the group that meets in the parish, but during her lead-
ership, membership shrank. The history of mismanagement and the conflicts
between leaders and participants resonates with the process of appropriation
and withholding of knowledge discussed in Chapter 3.

21. The acquisition of knowledge, and its practice, also has an impact on
gender relations. In Chapter 6 I discuss how, for some of the women, the ex-
perience of learning and practicing self-help remedies and alternative treatments
is part of the shaping of their subjectivity.

22. Microdosis is a tincture of a specific herb diluted in an alcoholic solution;
normally it is ingested by way of a few drops under the tongue.

23. I do not pretend to give here an exhaustive overview of the politicization
of medicine in Mexico. Nonetheless, it is important to stress that the medicina
popular movement has also developed in different parts of Latin America, such
as among the guerrilla movement in Nicaragua, during and after the Sandinista
revolution, and it has been widely implemented in Cuba (C. Kiefer, personal
communication, 1999).

24. During particularly difficult periods, a few poorer families would go to
the municipal market (Mercado de Abastos) to fetch edible vegetables frompiles
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of discarded food, and most families had to cut back on consumption of meat
and fruit, both more expensive than staple foods.

25. The following quote is from a booklet distributed at the national level
within the Comunidades: “Illness is a breaking of God’s Law . . . [in the Old
Testament] the appearance of poor and marginalized people in society was a
clear sign that the alliance was broken and that the law of God was not respected
. . . and the bad organization of society was one of the causes that contributed
most to people’s lack of health” (Mester 1991, my translation).

26. Two women of the Vidasana group were reluctant to give me informa-
tion about the curandero and his activities. Mari Chuy said, “I do not know
what Don Eduardo does, but many people go to him. . . . I have never gone.
. . . His house looks very ugly. I believe that he has a lot of money, but he does
not want to let it be seen. It is said that he lives in another neighborhood in a
very nice house with another woman.”

27. The courtyard/waiting room is reminiscent of a rural house in the rancho.
Mari Chuy pointed out he kept it as such to make people think that the traditions
of the pueblo/rancho were beingmaintained there. It remindedme of a tendency
toward commodification of the “natural.”

28. In diagnosing ailments, Don Eduardo often used conversation and the
“look” of the patient rather than divination or examination of part of the pa-
tient’s body (Kroeger 1988).

29. One young woman complained that doctors could not find anything
wrong with her, but that she had such severe migraine headaches and anxiety
that sometimes she could not leave her bed. As a consequence, she had lost her
job and her fiancé, and things were becoming worse and worse in her life. Don
Eduardo was the last chance for someone to recognize her pain, and when she
came out from the limpia, she looked relieved even though Don Eduardo had
told her that there was something wrong, and that she would have to come back
to see him regularly for a time.

30. Literally it translates as “when one does not want it, the saint can’t do
it.” In this particular context, it also suggests that it is not possible for the
curandero to do something for a person who has an agnostic will.

31. Most of the homeopaths in low-income areas had previously trained in
allopathy. Doctor Samuel had held a consultancy in Polanco for more than nine
years (six years in a consultancy in the Parish of the Anunciación, during the
time of Padre Francisco, then in his own consultancy near the market). Dr.
Antonio, Dr. Diego, and Dr. Piso consult, or have consulted at different times,
in a first-floor studio on the main street (the homoeopathic pharmacy in Polanco
is on the ground floor of Dr. Antonio’s medical practice). Dr. Consuelo and
Dr. Magda consult in the Parish of the Santa Magdalena. Magda is the only
homeopath who has not been trained as an allopathic doctor. She had at one
time been a lecturer in chemistry at the university, but left her job because it
was badly paid. Except for Samuel, who trained at the Colegio de Homeopatas
de Jalisco, homeopaths in Polanco are self-taught or have done their training by
assisting other homeopaths. All of them are alternistas (see Appendix A) except
Magda, who is a complejistas. However, in cases where biomedical intervention
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is needed, she turns for allopathic treatment to Consuelo, who consults in the
same room with her in the Santa Magdalena parish four evenings a week.

32. Not writing the name of the remedy on the bottle is intended to prevent
patients from reusing it as a form of self-help. Thus whenever a patient needs
treatment again, he or she has to pay for another consultation with the home-
opath.

33. Emphasis on the inductive side of homeopathy recalls the objective and
testable link between the rational thought and empirical method typical of al-
lopathic medicine (Federspil and Scandellari 1985).

34. Homeopathy’s scientific validity can, in fact, be demonstrated because it
can be empirically tested to provide clinical evidence in humans and animals,
especially in low potencies (Ullman 1998). However, this is more difficult for
negative testing. The lack of positive results can always be blamed on the incor-
rect remedy given by the homeopath, rather than on the inefficacy of the right
remedy for a specific case (Weiner and Goss 1989). Nonetheless, this inconsis-
tency also can apply to allopathic remedies. The fact that “it is known where the
allopathic remedy leads” (see Dr. Samuel’s claim in the main text) is an assump-
tion which assumes a concept of a mechanical body. If the body responded just
like a hydraulic system, the different efficacies of the same allopathic remedy in
different patients would present the same theoretical problem.

35. The word chochitos comes from the root verb for “to suck,” which refers
to the fact that the remedies have to be held under the tongue.

36. The analysis of the use of homeopathy in Campinas, in urban Brazil,
shows a similar combination of homeopathy with other alternative remedies.
People do not entrust themselves exclusively to any particular form of healing
and medicine but use different forms, either simultaneously or in a sequence
throughout their history of ill health (Santos 1981).

37. For example, Doña Francisca is a middle-aged woman who earns a little
money as a street seller, but she also has to attend to her large family. She suffers
constant pain in her lower belly. She was x-rayed in the public hospital and
diagnosed as having cysts that had to be removed. Since the diagnosis she has
been given antibiotics (for the last two or three years) for her acute syndrome
but has never undergone surgery. In her opinion, “In the Social Security, they
do not treat you kindly, and they do not change the medicine. [Dr. Diego] has
a kinder and more careful touch. I feel that homeopathy does not harm but
cures. The other takes away the pain, but it does not cure.”

38. Santos describes how in Campinas, in urban Brazil, homoeopathic ref-
erence books such as Kent’s Materia Medica are used as oracles by healers who
also practice homeopathy (Santos 1981).

Chapter 5
1. There have been only a few studies of the celebration of girls’ fifteenth

birthdays in Mexico, primarily focused on urban, non-indigenous populations
(Cárdenas González 1987) or Chicano communities in the United States (Ho-
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rowitz 1993). Recent literature on gender in urban Mexico and Latin America
has focused more on class and ethnicity (Nash and Safa 1976, 1986; Arizpe 1977;
Benerı́a and Roldán 1987; Stephen 1991; Tiano 1994), women’s participation in
social movements (Massolo 1994; Bennett 1995; Logan 1988a; Radcliffe and
Westwood 1993; Stephen 1997) and nation-state building (Martı́nez 1997; Dore
and Molyneux 2000), than on the study of rites of passage (Lomnitz and Pérez
Lizaur 1987) and life cycles. As already pointed out in the introduction, these
latter themes were once developed in Latin American ethnography by scholars
working within the culture and personality approach (e.g., Dı́az 1966; Fromm
and Maccoby 1970; Romanucci-Ross 1973; Dı́az Guerrero 1975; Kemper 1977)
through an essentialist view of the self.

2. “Ilusión” in this sense means “dream,” or “hope,” not “illusion,” which
connotes hopelessness and ephemerality. The Spanish word instead resonates
with a hope or a vision that is worth fighting for.

3. I refer here to foci on the embodiment of gender experience, the multi-
plicity of gendered subjectivity (Moore 1994), and the negotiation of gender
attributes also in specific Mexican and Latin American cases (Gutmann 1996;
Wade 1994). These perspectives have acquired particular explanatory powers
since studies of women’s participation in social movements in Latin America
have already questioned an essentialist view of women, deconstructed aspects of
motherhood, elaborated on the role of the state in gender discourse, and argued
for a continuity between public and private spheres (Radcliffe and Westwood
1993; Craske 1999).

4. Levine has pointed out in a study carried out among women in Cuerna-
vaca that this feast has been celebrated by working-class families since the 1950s
(Levine and Sunderland Correa 1993: 60).

5. Good (1991) reports that in the Sakandu—a rite of puberty observed in
the Tamil Nadu state in southern India—girls also perform rituals similar to a
wedding ceremony but their chaperon is always a female relative who is a few
years older. Avoidance of contact with a male in the ritual is to avoid the threat
to the purity of female sexuality and the girl’s family’s caste identity.

6. Padre Rodolfo, in the Parish of Santa Magdalena, has introduced a special
moment in the Mass for the fifteenth birthdays of girls at which the girls hold
each others’ hands and recite a prayer: “Lord, I give you thanks for these fifteen
years of my life that you have granted me . . . for my parents, my brothers . . .
and for the love with which they have educated me. . . . I love and admire this
world, that is the work of your hands, the sun, the flowers, the stars, the water,
the wind and what is born and grows on this earth. . . . I recognize that the
society I join today, with enhanced consciousness, has many negative aspects.
. . . Nevertheless, there are many good people ready to give me a hand to follow
the good path.” This prayer stresses clearly that the positive elements of nature
are reinforced in individual life mainly through conscious and communal human
action.

7. The girls are made to reaffirm, as in their confirmation, the baptismal vow
of the rejection of Satan.
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8. This opens up issues about the reversibility of gender acquisitions and
therefore the nonlinearity of life rituals, as well as the awareness that metaphors
of status completion—which are often used by anthropologists to analyze ini-
tiation rituals—hinge on a particular notion of personhood (Strathern 1993).
Hence different notions of personhood expressed in social and family relations
are shaped by gender attributions but also by partitions (Strathern 1995); in other
words, subjects emerge out of divisions, partitions, and to a certain extent losses,
not only linear cumulative attributions. This reminds us that in the migrant
experience, too, prisms of belonging are also about losses, and both the vali-
dation and invalidation of one’s own experience.

9. I can only point out here the need for further study of the role of this
ritual paraphernalia as a commodity in gender-identity formation as part of a
process of commodification of gender relations in Mexico.

10. The basic costs are for the quinceañera’s dress and shoes; food, normally
birria (barbecued or stewed meat), beans, tortillas, soft drinks, and beer; the fee
for the mass, which varies from church to church; and the charge for the rental
of music equipment.

11. “Mi hija” is also used between adult women who are not blood relatives,
and can be used by husbands speaking to their wives. Although an affectionate
term, it evokes a status difference between speaker and addressee.

12. A casa chica is a single female parent household formed by a man in an
extramarital relationship, and it has been argued that such arrangements arise
because of particular Catholic laws on marriage and as a response to the ban on
legal divorce (Gutmann 1996: 141). In this case, Ester’s father lives in another
state of Mexico and rarely comes to see his six children.

Chapter 6
1. As already stated, to understand gender identity we need to have a theory

of the subject, and that subject, as Henrietta Moore has pointed out, is the
location of multiple and often conflicting subjectivities (Moore 1994: 54, 55).
Intracultural differences are played out and embodied in the experiences between
subjects, as well as within the gendered subject.

2. Practical gender interests are directly related to women’s position in the
division of labor and to basic needs of child and daily household care. The
fulfillment of strategic gender interests, instead, through the expression of female
specificity and the alleviation and/or redefinitions of sexual division of labor, are
targeted to overcome women’s subordination and increase female consciousness
(Molyneux 1985: 233).

3. Since motherhood is a bond that is variedly constructed in particular so-
cioeconomic and phenomenological settings (Scheper-Hughes 1992), it is nec-
essary to pay attention to the coexistent, and maybe contradictory, discourses
on it that exist in everyday gender interaction.

4. Many studies have focused on women’s productive or reproductive labor
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as well as single-female–headed households (Nash 1980; Jaquette 1989;González
de la Rocha 1994; Chant 1991) and considered motherhood and marriage rela-
tions as conservative forces militating against women’s economic emancipation
and their negotiation of gender boundaries (Benerı́a and Roldán 1987: 143).

5. Earlier studies of gender in Latin America explored the stereotypical rep-
resentation of gender roles, which rests on notions of machismo and marian-
ismo, a notion of innate female spiritual superiority (Steven 1973, 1975). How-
ever, these gender stereotypes assume that Latin American women and gender
divisions can be taken as homogeneous categories, when instead there is a com-
plex interplay between class, gender ideology, female roles, and women’s actions
(Scott 1986, 1994; Benerı́a and Roldán 1987). Gender analysis has also shown
that there can be a reinforcement between capitalist development and increased
machismo (Elhers 1990). Nor can malehood be conceived of as a homogeneous
category, but more as a malleable and subtly diverse historical hermeneutic, the
imagined homogeneity being directly connected to the definition of past and
present discourses on nationhood (Gutmann 1996: 240, 241).

6. Women in other positions can use a representation of suffering strategi-
cally. Women landlords, for instance, may use a condition of vulnerability and
a representation of victimhood to pursue their own strategic agenda in negoti-
ating with government land agencies (Varley 1995).

7. This is the case of Diana Ortega, the wife of Don Jesús, whom I discuss
in chapter 2. Diana is extremely devoted to the Virgin and still takes part in the
annual procession in her village of origin in Michoacán. She has dedicated her
life to raising her ten children. She married her husband because he “se la robó”
(kidnapped her) when she was fourteen, not because she was in love with him.
Her husband has had many extramarital affairs, and they have been sleeping in
separate rooms for many years. These affairs have cost him a considerable part
of the family income, to such an extent that years ago Diana had to take up
tailoring at home to pay the bills. In Diana’s words, all her children have been
very good, and she is extremely proud of them. However, it appears that family
relationships have been much more conflictual than she admits to outsiders,
including me.

8. Gendered subjectivity is a prerequisite for self-identity but is not equiva-
lent to it (Moore 1994: 147), and it unfolds both through empowerment and
disempowerment in gender relations.

9. Male motivations for choosing a religious life are multiple. One motiva-
tion, however, seems to be an uneasiness with traditional masculine, bread-
winning roles. These aspects reinforce right representations of heterosexualmas-
culinity and power, the failing of which, for a layman, would be addressed by
his peers as a potential indication of homosexuality.

10. As for the appropriation of images, we also have to account for the with-
drawal from gender images in the configuration of gender subjectivity. The
issue, for instance, of “not being a man” in a man-to-man or man-to-woman
interaction is brought up in an illuminating recent ethnography on transvestites
(Kulick 1998: 231).
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11. These religious sisters had a novice house in Polanco until 1997. It was
taken over by another religious order and is now a house for older, retired sisters
who rarely get involved in the life of the neighborhood.

Appendix A
1. Samuel Hahnemann’s (1755–1843) key text on homeopathy is Organon of

Medicine.
2. Paracelsus’s and Swedenborg’s ideas about continuity betweenmatter and

spirit seem to have influenced Hahnemann (Fuller 1989).

Appendix B
1. Aromatherapy involves the use of plant essences (extracted through an

alcoholic process) and oils.
2. Magnetotherapy uses magnetic forces (emitted by particular metals) to

balance magnetic fields in the body.
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rúa.

Arroyo Alejandre, J., and A. De León. 1997. La Internacionalización de la Econ-
omı́a Jalisciense. Publication of the Universidad de Guadalajara, UCLA Pro-
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olución y Usos. Paper presented at the conference “Rancheros y Sociedad
Rancheras,” El Colegio de Michoacán, México, Zamora.
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Vélez-Ibañez, C. G. 1983. Rituals of Marginality: Politics, Process, and Culture
Change in Urban Central Mexico, 1969–1974. Berkeley: University of California
Press.



BIBLIOGRAPHY 235
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Massolo, Alejandra 157
Mattingly, Cheryl, 102
Medicina popular, 4, 12, 97, 102; and au-

thenticity, 107; and causality of ill-
ness, 107–11; and healing, 112 –14;



INDEX 239

and nervios, 110; and Vidasana group,
103–7, 209n20

Melhuus, Marit, 129, 138, 142, 157, 158,
160, 166, 178

Menéndez, Eduardo, 102, 109
Mestizaje, 197n3
Mexican health system, 98–101, 207n5
Mexico City, 20
Movimiento Familiar Cristiano, 86–89;

and quinceñera, 148; and religious
agency, 85, 90

Migration, 3–4, 9, 39, 52–54; and embodi-
ment 54–55; and narratives, 52–53, 54,
55, 56, 57; and nortenización, 52; and
subjectivity, 10; and taxonomy, 54;
theories of, 7, 23, 40, 199n12; and ur-
ban space, 40. See also Prisms of be-
longing
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