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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines social processes taking place 

in Mexico's capital city, the Distrito Federal. 

This research shows how the Mexican state, during the 

eighties, adopted a strategy of economic development in which 

the cost of labor was drastically reduced to benefit 

industries and businesses. During the period of study, 1980 to 

1987, daily minimum wages in the Distrito Federal dropped from 

7.01 to 2.94 U.S. dollars. Yearly inflation rates rose from 

30 percent in 1980, to 81 percent in 1983, reaching 159 

percent in 1987. 

The impact of depressed salaries and high rates of 

inflation on household food budget is significant, according 

to the results. The analysis of 2,325 samples of household 

food wastes demonstrates that during 1983 and 1987, households 

in the working and middle classes experienced significant 

reductions, in comparison to their 1980-baseline level, of 

food acquisition and consumption. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

After overcoming a severe economic and political crisis 

during the seventies, Mexico began the eighties with a brief 

bonanza created by increased oil revenues. But the bonanza was 

short-lived; by 1982, Mexico faced one of its most serious 

economic crises in recent history. The country could no longer 

continue to pay the monthly bill for an external debt that had 

reached $80 billion dollars. Negotiations with international 

banks resulted in an emergency "bridge" loan and the 

restructuring of the debt, under the condition that a 

"recovery" program, originated by the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF), would be implemented. Meanwhile, during 1982, the 

peso lost 76 percerrt its value against the dollar, the 

inflation rate reached 99 percent (while salaries increased 

only by 64 percent); there was a massive dismissal of the 

workforce; and that year the country had ~ economic growth 

(cf. Hellman 1983; Hamilton 1986b; NAFINSA 1988; Cockcroft 

1990; Guillen 1990; Bortz 1991; Rivera Rlos 1992). 

The events in 1982 marked the end of the old economic era 

and the beginning of a new one. A fundamental change took 

place that re-oriented the national model of development away 

from the old import-substitution industrialization or the 

"state monopoly capitalism" that relied on heavy state 

intervention in economic matters, massive public borrowing to 
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sustain economic growth, and industrial protectionism, which 

allowed local companies to supply a captive national market 

(Aguilar 1983; Cypher 1990). Since the mid-eighties, 

international capital has had a stronger presence. National 

production is oriented toward external markets, and 

deregulation of the economy and open borders allow the free 

f low of commodities. Today, the market is the key force 

driving the economy. As the state backs away from its 

protagonist role in the economic sphere, Mexico's new strategy 

is to exploit its natural advantages (resources and cheap 

labor) in a global context (Hamilton 198Gb; Dabat & Rivera 

1989; Cypher 1990; Guillen 1990; and Rivera Rios 1992). This 

does not mean that the country has only recently opened its 

doors: Mexico has been linked to international economic 

systems since the Spanish conquest. But now, the neo-liberal 

strategy calls for global efficiency to take its course in a 

context of open trade relations among nations and under the 

rule of the forces operating in the international market (the 

capital accumulation, and the division of labor in a world

wide context). 

For the Mexican people, the eighties was a period 

characterized by the devaluation of the peso, price 

liberalization that resulted in two- and three-digit 

inflation, salary freezes, growing inequality, and cuts in 

subsidies and other public services. These economic conditions 
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had a profound impact on the quality of life for most Mexicans 

(cf. cervantes 1983; Casanueva 1984; Nugent 1987; Calva 1988; 

Selby et al. 1990; Rello & Sodi 1989; Martinez 1989; and Perez 

& Romero 1990). The eighties in Mexico witnessed not only the 

deterioration of the national economy, but also political 

crisis and the erosion of the state's legitimacy (cf. Nugent 

1987). 

There has been a lively debate on the impact that the 

economic crisis had on household consumption of foods and 

other basic items. Indeed current research points towards a 

sUbstantial decrease in food consumption at the household 

level as one of the main effects of the economic crisis during 

the eighties (cf., among others, Martinez et ale 1977; Chavez 

1981; Sanders 1986; Austin & Esteva 1987; Hewitt 1987a & 

1987b; Vargas 1987; Mata 1988; Calva 1988; Livas & Miranda 

1988; INCO 1989; Martinez 1989; Heien et ale 1989; Bourges 

1991; and Fox 1992). 

However, most estimates of per capita consumption are 

derived either from national censuses or from a handful of 

large projects undertaken mainly by official institutions 

(i. e., INN 1976; 1977 & 1979; COPLAMAR 1979 & 1982; INEGI 

1989b & 1992b; INCO 1989). Apart from these official studies, 

little independent research has been done on local populations 

(cf. Shatan 1987; Bourges 1991). There is a consensus among 

those dedicated to the study of nutrition and food consumption 
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in Mexico that more detailed studies on the "actual" 

consumption in households are needed (cf. COPLAMAR 1982; 

Spalding 1985; Senauer 1990; Mostkoff & Ochoa 1990; Sharman et 

al. 1991; and Cuadernos de Nutrici6n 1991a). This dissertation 

attempts to fill in some of the gaps in our knowledge about 

longi tudinal changes in patterns of household food consumption 

in urban Mexico, and to analyze the prominent role of the 

state in shaping important economic factors and conditions 

that contextualize class-bounded access to foodstuffs. 

state. Economy and Food Policy in Mexico 

The general pattern observed in urban Mexico is that the 

capi tal sector in the productive process increasingly has 

placed a larger share of the responsibility to reproduce their 

own human energy needed for production on the workers 

themselves. This was due to a gradual reduction of real wages 

resulting from the manipulation of the inflationary process 

(Barkin & Esteva 1979; Guillen 1984; Salyano 1985; Cockcroft 

1990). Inflation in Mexico has exerted intense pressure on 

workers to cut down on consumption, since consumer prices 

increased at higher rates than did wages (Hellman 1983; 

Hamilton 1986b; Barkin 1988; Martinez 1989; Guillen 1990; 

Cockcroft 1990; Bortz 1991; and Rivera Rios 1992). Yearly 

inflation went from nearly 30 percent in 1980 and 1981 to over 

60 percent from 1982 to 1985, and climbed to more than 100 
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percent in 1986, before finally reaching 150 percent during 

1987 (Calva 1988:163; Martinez 1989:116; Trigueros 1989:367; 

and Selby et al. 1990:164). These figures are only global 

indexes of the actual, day-to-day changes taking place in the 

lives of peoples in Mexico (Nugent 1987). The fact that 

salaries lost more than one third of their actual buying power 

during the period of 1980-1987 tells us a great deal about the 

problems that families were facing (Ramirez 1989; Perez & 

Romero 1990; Bortz 1991). Household income could not keep pace 

with inflation. Selby et al. (1990) indicate that real wages 

in Mexico were cut by 40 percent during a six-year span. Calva 

agrees that by 1987, wages were reduced to 47 percent of their 

1976 value and could buy only 60 percent of what a similar 

income bought in 1981 (Calva 1988:66). 

This reduction in real wages, however, goes together with 

a policy of development that attempts to provide staples to 

urban centers--with Mexico City as the top priority. If this 

policy has been successful urban households should be in 

better shape and have better nutritional intake than their 

rural counterparts. Such priorities are part of a larger 

political trend to transfer resources from the countryside to 

the urban areas in order to stimulate economic development 

(Chavez 1981; Barkin & Suarez 1985; Montanez & Warman 1985; 

Sanders 1986; Hewitt 1987). The case of corn illustrates this 

point. Montanez and Warman (1985:35-6) have indicated that 
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corn production policies favored feeding the urban centers 

wi th cheap staples in order to provide momentum for the 

national development strategy. 

Barkin and Suarez, coming from a different vantage point, 

also have shown that international capital benefitted when 

agribusiness reduced the costs of the reproduction of the 

labor force by producing cheap food-commodities for the 

working classes. Food at low cost allows for cheaper wages, 

reduced value of labor power, and higher rates of labor 

exploitation (Barkin and Suarez 1985:25-7). 

These policies, designed to produce a higher margin of 

profit/exploitation are not new to Mexico. In fact, the work 

of Alonso (1976: 200-1) suggests that the state often has 

attempted to mediate the class struggle by implementing 

measures that mitigate the threats to the sUbsistence of the 

working class. On the one hand, the state has a role in 

setting limits to salaries (favoring capital accumulation), 

while on the other hand, it controls subsidies and price 

regulations for key staples. The situation in Mexico during 

the thirties, as described by Alonso (1976), has many 

similarities with the outlook during the eighties. Cypher 

(1990) and Hamilton (1986), in turn, point out that beginning 

with the administrations of Avila Camacho and Aleman in the 

forties, the state resorted to an explicit use of salary 

regression measures that improved the rate of profit in the 

process of production. Such measures transferred resources 

from labor to capital in order to stimulate economic 

development under the incipient import-substi tution model 
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(Hamilton 1986a:96i Cypher 1990:42-ffi see also Purcell 1977). 

Food policies have been designed to keep the prices of 

staples within the reach of the urban poor in large urban

industrial centers. A sizable proportion of the workers depend 

on cheap products distributed by state-run outlets and the 

many food subsidies for their sUbsistence. The main objective 

of these policies, according to Hewitt (1987), is to subsidize 

the work force for industries in the metropolitan area of 

Mexico City and thereby hold down the cost of wages. 

This trend is not confined to the capital city, as Selby 

et ale (1990) have indicated in their study of the Mexican 

urban family. They discovered that the problem of reduced 

wages and unemployment were prevalent in most urban centers in 

Mexico (Selby et al. 1990). They found that "downward pressure 

on wages is exerted constantly by the presence of large labor 

supplies and underemployment running between 35 and 40 

percent. In addition, the costs of reproducing the labor force 

are laid off on the work force itself or are socialized" 

(Selby et ale 1990:81). This means that the costs of those 

basic products and services that should be covered with one 

minimum salary actually cost much more. Part of the difference 

between costs and salaries is compensated by household members 

that now have to work more to maintain the same purchasing 

power. Another portion of the difference is accounted for by 

government welfare programs and subsidies to food products. 

But even if these two compensation mechanisms are in place, 

households sometimes have to decrease their food consumption 

levels. 
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Meillassoux (1983), in his studies of the role of the 

domestic unit and the family in demographic reproduction, has 

indicated that cheap, subsidized sUbsistence goods result in 

higher profit rates for the capitalist sector. In urban 

centers, demographic reproduction depends on industrial labor 

markets: cash income, wages, food prices, and rate of 

employment, as well as in the growing informal sector of the 

economy (Meillassoux 1983; Portes & Walton 1976 & 1981; Velez

Ibanez 1983; Cockcroft 1990; Lomnitz 1975 & 1978; and Roberts 

1988). 

Is There a Need for More Studies? 

We do need more research to fill tremendous gaps in our 

knowledge of precisely how the general economic conditions 

impact particular population groups. Many of the suggested 

relationships between inflation, salaries, prices and food 

consumption are theoretical assertions that need to be tested. 

Previous studies suggest that there was a general 

decrease in food consumption during the eighties, and that the 

working class sustained major cuts in their level of food 

consumption. These same studies, however, cannot describe or 

explain changes in consumption patterns with local population 

groups through time. 

On the one hand many studies take a generalist approach, 

examining the big picture, but contributing little to the 

understanding of local populations. For example, INEGI's 

national survey of salaries and expenses by family groups has 

been undertaken with regular periodicity, but the population 
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is described in very general, national terms of areas of low 

and high population density (INEGI 1989b & 1992b; see some 

critiques raised by Heien et ale 1989). Other studies like 

those developed by the National Nutrition Institute and the 

COPLAMAR (INN 1976; 1977 & 1979; COPLAMAR 1979 & 1982; Bourges 

1981) were conducted only once or twice at very different 

intervals and with diverse methodologies. Other studies speak 

mainly of per capita consumption or production of foods (eg. 

Mostkoff & Ochoa 1990; Calva 1988; Bortz 1991). 

Some studies resort to a main strategy of food modeling 

that is also very general in approach (eg. Gibson et ale 1987; 

Lustig 1984; Heien et al. 1989; Adelman & Taylor 1990). This 

type of study looks for general relationships associated with 

changes in national or regional price indexes versus changes 

in legal minimum salaries within the overall context of 

inflation (Calva 1988, 1989; Hewitt 1987a; Martinez 1989; 

Romero 1992). Yet other studies like that of Casanueva (1984), 

ask people about food products that they are reducing, 

substituting or excluding from their diets. Casanueva reports 

on the percentage of people who indicate that they are 

decreasing their consumption or substi tuting cheaper food 

items. This type of research does not allow for a reliable 

quantification of the extent of the changes in the urban diet. 

A few studies do work with well-defined local 

populations. Among these are two that examined well-defined 

groups in Mexico City. Their results are puzzling, however, 

because they are the only studies which suggest a stable level 
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of household diet (no decrease due to product substitution), 

and even some actual improvement of the diet for families in 

poor and low middle income areas of the city (Livas & Miranda 

1988; INCO 1989). Ethnographic works such as those done by 

Greadon (1976) and Messer (1991) are interesting and well 

documented, but they cannot be replicated or extended for a 

larger comparison. The work of Selby, Murphy & Lorenzen (1990) 

is among the very little research that examines the global 

impact of the Mexican economic crisis on a large sample of 

households from many urban settings in Mexico. 

A large number of authors agree that more research is 

needed which deals with the specifics of eating and food 

consumption at the household level in local populations (among 

others, COPLAMAR 1982; Spalding 1985; Senauer 1990; Mostkoff 

& Ochoa 1990; Sharman et al. 1991). Even government programs 

have recognized the need for more such research (see De la 

Madrid 1983; and Cuadernos de Nutrici6n 1991a). Both Shatan 

(1987) and Bourges (1991) have made clear statements about the 

lack of hard data regarding "actual" consumption, in contrast 

to the plethora of information on "estimated" consumption. 

The investigation undertaken here is by no means a 

repetition of old research, nor an examination of proven 

patterns at the local level. Little has been written on actual 

consumption, and most outlined patterns of food consumption 

are estimates of what could happen under average national 

conditions. This dissertation brings a new dimension to the 

study of food that sheds light on the current nutrition 

panorama and social classes in Mexico. 
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statement of the Problem 

My original research goal was to conduct a longitudinal 

study of actual household food consumption in Mexico city. 

This dissertation represents the materialization of that goal. 

It is not, however, a nutritional study; rather, it focuses on 

how the Mexican state, in one instance, directly intervened 

economically in order to lower the cost of labor, while at the 

same time, its policies of price deregulation allowed the 

price of goods to climb at a faster rate than wages. The 

deflation of the purchasing power of the minimum salary, the 

standard for at least half of the Mexican population, has been 

accompanied by mi tigation programs that are localized in 

priority urban areas and which are subject to shifting 

policies on food production, imports, and subsidies to popular 

consumption. 

It is clear that the present economic conditions are 

overwhelming for the working class in the urban and rural 

areas and certainly disturbing for most households in the 

country (including the middle class). But these conditions do 

not resul t in a pre-determined outcome, since populations 

react to situations in various ways. The downward pressures on 

income and purchasing power may result in an increased number 

of family members entering the labor market to raise the 

household income. Alternatively, a household may increase its 

participation in the informal economy. Households may resort 

to a change of food types (from processed to raw staples), and 

incorporate more subsidized food items into their diet. 

Finally, if no other option is available, the household will 
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cut the amount and the quality of food intake. Which path was 

chosen by local households in Mexico city? This study answers 

part of this question by analyzing the changes in actual food 

consumed. This data in turn will indicate the extent and 

effectiveness of household reactions to economic austerity. 

This research is based on three studies conducted in 

Mexico city during the eighties. The first study, done in the 

fall of 1980, was undertaken under the general conditions of 

increased oil-related economic growth. The economic situation, 

average income and employment, was better that it would be 

after 1982. The food policy under the Mexican Food System 

(Sistema Alimentario Mexicano, or SAM) was channeling 

sufficient resources to feed the population. There were also 

official controls that regulated the increase of prices for 

basic household items, from foods to other commodities. 

The situation changed dramatically in 1983, when 

devaluation and inflation took their toll on household 

economic conditions. Real salaries were significantly lower 

than in 1980; food programs and social services were 

dismantled or downsized; unemployment grew steadily; and price 

controls were canceled except on a few basic items (like 

bread, tortillas, milk, cooking oil). 

The situation in 1987 was worse than that in 1983 and 

1980: real salaries fell to its lowest value in the seven-year 

span, inflation reached the 160 percent mark, and there was 

widespread unemployment for a growing population. Some food 

programs were brought back in the form of the National Food 

Program (Programa Nacional de Alimentaci6n or PRONAL). Falling 
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levels of consumption among the working poor triggered a 

government program that handed out tortilla-coupons. Those 

coupons entitled the recipients to a free ration of tortillas 

and were distributed through workers' unions and other popular 

organizations. 

This summary of the prevailing economic conditions in 

Mexico can help us understand the dimension of the food 

problem for poor households. wi thin this general context, this 

dissertation aims to answer two main questions. First, what 

was the impact of the state's control over three key factors 

(food prices, salaries, and food subsidies) that determined 

the immediate context for food acquisition at three points in 

time? Did the state's intervention result in differential 

conditions for local populations with a greater impact on the 

diet of working class segments in the city (less foodstuffs 

and lower quality), a moderate to slight impact on diet of the 

middle class, and no negative impact on the diet of households 

in the local bourgeoisie? 

Second, what kinds of changes can we expect in household 

food consumption strategies , given the socioeconomic 

conditions in Mexico during the eighties? The answer should 

contain a basic assessment of the likely decrease in both 

quantity (frequencies) and quality (the presence/absence of 

key food types) of household food consumption when we compare 

our initial consumption baseline (1980 data) with the levels 

of consumption shown in the 1983 and 1987 studies. 

Two objectives guided this study: First, the need to link 

household food consumption patterns to larger national 



24 

processes that pertain to the role of the state in allocating 

resources to population sectors. This case study attempts to 

show how, in one particular scenario, the state was actively 

involved in the control and allocation of resources that 

favored the accumulation of capital in the processes of 

production, at the expense of the working class. And secondly, 

to analyze how groups of households from diverse class sectors 

in Mexico city re-organize their food acquisition and 

consumption practices over time when facing acute inflation 

(i.e., higher food prices), and an overall decrease in 

purchasing power. This study will assess changes in household 

dietary habits during the time frame for the proposed analysis 

(1980-1987). 

Two methodological approaches to study household food 

consumption were used: studies of the Mexican national economy 

and its impact on class-bounded households, particularly those 

in the urban setting of Mexico City, and the fieldwork and 

data collection techniques derived from an archeological 

methodology applied to the study of contemporary material 

culture (cf. Rathje 1979, 1981, 1984; Schiffer 1976, 1978, & 

1987; Rathje & Schiffer 1982). The systematic study of 

garbage from households has shown the great potential for 

certain types of inquiries such as food consumption research 

(Harrison et al. 1975 & 1983; Restrepo & Phillips 1982; Rathje 

1984b; Cote 1984; Johnstone 1986). 

This dissertation is a longitudinal study of 2,325 

household samples, stratified by class, from 15 areas of the 
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Distrito Federal. 1 Those areas were sampled at three points 

in time during the eighties. The samples contain all the 

household wastes, including kitchen and table residues and 

related garbage. This research, then, provides some elements 

for a better understanding of the structure of class 

inequality in Mexico city in terms of the social distribution, 

availability and consumption of food resources by household. 

The results will show that the economic crisis in Mexico 

has changed working and middle class households, either by 

forcing them to invest larger amounts of wages and salaries 

(obtained by selling the members' labor) in order to maintain 

their levels of nutritional intake, or by decreasing their 

total consumption of foodstuffs. This is, I believe, a clear 

sign that during the eighties, the Mexican population, and 

particularly the capitalinos, were experiencing a profound 

restructuring of the rules and patterns that govern the social 

distribution of key resources (i.e., labor, capital). One 

important front for such restructuring was the social 

conditions which regulate a population's access to food and, 

therefore, set conditional limits on the household's capacity 

to maintain and reproduce its labor force pool. 

contribution of the Proposed Research 

My research can provide some insights into the tangible 

impact of the national economic "crisis" and food policies on 

actual (not estimated) household food consumption in Mexico 

The Distrito Federal is the capital of Mexico, and the 
core of the metropolitan area of Mexico city. 
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city during the eighties. The main contribution of this 

research is the use of a new methodology that combines a focus 

on material culture with longitudinal research on three large 

samples of urban households. Each sample was stratified by 

social class, which allows for comparison of average 

consumption across classes. 

This research contributes to the study of urban 

households and their nutrition, to the development of the use 

of mixed methodologies to improve ethnographic inquiry in 

those areas that require close attention to material culture 

flows, and, finally, to a better understanding of the extent 

of class inequality and forced poverty in Mexico. 

In a more general sense, this dissertation attempts to 

follow the recommendations made by, among others, Mary Douglas 

and Sidney Mintz. Douglas has emphasized the need for cultural 

studies of food, and the importance of a humanistic approach 

to people's nutrition. Douglas believes--and I agree--that 

anthropologists should make a more serious commitment to study 

the world's huge problems of food allocation, malnutrition, 

and hunger (Douglas 1984). Mintz, in turn, affirms that " ••• 

there is reason to wonder why so few anthropological studies 

have dealt with long-term change in such things as food 

preferences and consumption patterns" (1980:70). He suggests 

studying cultural material such as foodstuffs "reposing on 

supermarket shelves." Mintz advocates the development of 

studies" from the perspective of production and 

consumption, use and function, and concerned with the 

emergence and variation of meaning, [this] might be one way to 
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try to renovate a discipline now dangerously close to losing 

its purpose" (Mintz 1980:71-2). 

Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is divided into seven chapters. 

Background theory and history are presented in Chapters 2 and 

3. Chapter 4 discusses the economic and social context in 

Mexico and Mexico city during the period from 1976 to 1988. 

Chapter 5 covers methods, research design and population. 

Finally, Chapter 6 contains the research results, and Chapter 

7 outlines the conclusions. 

Chapter 2 is comprised of three main sections. The first 

section reviews the general trends in economic development in 

Latin America and Mexico. The second section presents a 

review of nutritional anthropology, and how this discipline 

explains change in food consumption patterns. A third section 

is devoted to the discussion of current patterns of food 

consumption in Mexico. 

Chapter 3 addresses the history of national development 

in five sections. The first section covers the Porfirian era 

and the Mexican Revolution (1876-1917). The second describes 

the Mexican state that emerged from the revolution (1917-

1936). Then in the third section I turn to the period from the 

Cardenas administration in 1936 to the administration of 

Aleman in 1958. A fourth section reviews the years of 

stabilizing Development (1958-1970). A final section is 

devoted to the years of president Echeverria (1970-1976). 

In Chapter 4, I discuss national developments during the 
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period from 1976 to 1988 that set the immediate conditions for 

food consumption during the 1980s. The first section in 

Chapter 4 focuses on the administrations of L6pez Portillo and 

De la Madrid. The following section outlines how the state 

used inflation, froze minimum wages and promoted an austerity 

package for national economic recovery. The third section is 

devoted to a summary description of the elements involved in 

the growth of Mexico city, a growth concomitant with its 

growing importance in the national economic structure. A final 

section describes the associated food policies and programs 

including mass subsidies to the prices of basic staples which 

served as "safety net" for the working poor. 

Chapter 5 presents the research strategy, beginning with 

a section devoted to the material culture approach employed. 

This approach constitutes an alternative to the traditional 

methods of nutritional studies, and involves instead the 

systematic study of food wastes, debris and byproducts 

resulting from food preparation and consumption within 

households. The second section reviews the concept of class 

and the development of a class structure in Mexico. In the 

third and fourth sections, I deal with the target population 

and the sample groups for this research. Finally, in the fifth 

section, I outline the elements of the material collection 

techniques used during the fieldwork seasons. 

The results obtained in this research are described in 

Chapter 6, which is divided into three main sections. The 

first section presents the results in the form of frequency 

distributions by food group and class for each year in the 
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sample (1980, 1983 and 1987). Here I will test the general 

hypothesis that there was a significant overall decrease in 

food acquisition and consumption in the Distrito Federal 

during the eighties. I will also conduct tests to assess 

differential patterns of food consumption by class, as well as 

changes in consumption within the same class through time. 

The second section in Chapter 6 takes the preceding 

analysis a step further by examining food consumption in terms 

of single food items. The final section presents changes in 

estimated sizes of purchased packages, and the weights of 

wastes and by-products for a group of selected food items. 

The final chapter, Chapter 7, presents a discussion of 

the results. This discussion focuses on delineating the 

relationship between the main socio-economic indexes and food 

policies, as outlined in Chapter IV, and the food consumption 

results obtained with the use of the garbage project's 

methods. Final considerations are presented in order to assess 

how the results obtained in this research relate to the 

intervention of the state in matters that have a direct impact 

on household food acquisition and consumption. 
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BACKGROUND THEORY 
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Mexico has been integrated into a world-wide economic 

system since the Spanish Conquest (Wolf 1982). The first form 

of integration was through a system that emphasized the mining 

of silver, and which geared agricultural production towards 

exports. Elements of this colonial system lasted well after 

independence in 1821, and only ended with the Mexican 

Revolution of 1910. The second form of global integration came 

with the development of capitalist production and the 

international division of labor that began to take shape in 

the last part of the nineteenth century and was more fully 

developed worldwide in the twentieth century. 

Economic Development in Latin America 

World Systems and Dependency Theory 

While a complete discussion of world systems and global 

economic processes would the work of both Luxemburg and 

Braudel on the expansion of capitalist accumulation through 

the world (Luxemburg 1951; Braudel 1973 & 1979), here I will 

focus on the importance of supra-national economic and 

political conditions that set the larger stage under which 

national economies maneuver to set their course. 

since the late sixties, we have been aware of the Latin 

American context for national economic development, thanks to 
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the writings of Frank (1966) and the studies of dependent 

economic development and periphery capitalism in Latin America 

(i.e., Dos Santos 1970; Furtado 1970 & 1982; Prebisch 1981). 

Frank encapsulated the new view of the Latin American economic 

situation with the phrase: "the development of 

underdevelopment" (Frank 1966,1969); the local conditions in 

Latin American countries were to be explained through the 

core-periphery model. The model proposed a central 

metropolitan core that controls and exploits resources from 

countries in the periphery areas. Underdevelopment therefore 

results from an international capitalist system that shapes 

the conditions of underdevelopment for some countries (the 

satellites) and development for others (the metropolis). 

Wallerstein, more recently, presented his world system 

theory that built upon the theoretical ground developed by 

Frank (cf. Roseberry 1988). Wallerstein outlined a global 

system under the rule of capital accumulation that encompassed 

the world by the end of the nineteenth century (Wallerstein 

1984). This system used an international division of labor 

(functional and geographic) that allowed core states to siphon 

the resources and labor from other nations (Wallerstein 1974) • 

Dependency theory and world system theory provide a model 

of development of underdevelopment in which the global 

linkages that channel wealth between nations have expanded to 
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such an extent that there is no nation in the modern world 

that is isolated. Dependency theory called our attention to 

the control exerted by international economic centers over 

periphery nations. At the national level, those theories 

propose to go beyond the dualist model of social organization. 

The former dualistic model suggested that in Latin America and 

other Third World regions there is a capitalist mode of 

production in modern sectors located in the regional centers, 

and a primitive mode of production in the "backward" or 

traditional societies (a critique of this "dualist" paradigm 

is found in stavenhagen 1968b; Greenberg 1987). 

The problem with dependency theory was it ignored 

relations of production, while world system theory's global 

emphasis attempted to reintroduce different forms of 

production in its model of core/semiperiphery/periphery. In 

doing that, world systems theory tended to obscure the 

richness of local communities' history, their ecology and 

culture, and also ignored the question of how local 

communities are transformed under the rule of international 

capitalism (cf. Wolf 1982; Greenberg 1987) 

In spite of their problems, dependency theory and world 

system theory can help us understand national developments in 

the Mexican economy after the 1910 revolution. Mexico, then, 

fits the model of an underdeveloped nation, a periphery or 

satellite country that has a subordinate role in the global 
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economy (Stavenhagen 1974; Cordera 1985; Cockcroft 1990). The 

link with the u.s. to the north, the metropolitan center, that 

began to take shape in the nineteenth century (cf • Nugent 

1988; Knight 1988; Hart 1988; Cockcroft 1990) has been 

strengthened during this century (cf. McBride 1981; Berrueto 

et al. 1984; Purcell 1988; Urquidi 1989; Guillen 1990; Rivera 

Rios 1992; Castel Is & Laserna 1991). 

The forties saw a series of global changes that provided 

unique opportunities for local national development. While the 

world powers were at war, import-substitution 

industrialization began to flourish in Latin America (Furtado 

1970). Local industries did not have to compete with 

metropolitan industries, which now were directed toward a war 

economy. In addition, there was a steady need for a range of 

local resources and commodities. This trend continued and even 

increased somewhat after World War II, due to the efforts to 

rebuild the nations destroyed during the war, and the re

assertion of a global policy under the Marshall Plan (Singer 

1989). 

The model of import-substitution industrialization that 

prevailed in Latin-America from the forties until the early 

eighties was characterized by a protectionist stand giving 

"local" industry (which has a heavy foreign component) a 

monopoly over consumer products. However, intermediate and 

capital goods, as well as foreign capital in the form of 
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private and public loans, were still imported. Subsistence 

agriculture was marginalized in favor of agribusiness and cash 

cropping for export. Natural resources (with few exceptions in 

Mexico, like oil and electricity) were transformed into 

precious commodities that flowed out of Latin American 

countries. 

National dependency increases when technology and capital 

goods are not produced locally but imported, private 

industries resort to borrowing to buy modern machinery, and 

when governments borrow heavily. Governments often borrow to 

support the building of infrastructure; to absorb the cost of 

the absence of a proper revenue system (low taxes to business 

and a tolerated widespread tax evasion) and the losses of 

parastate companies that support industrial growth; or to 

subsidize the cost of labor reproduction and basic public 

services (cf. Cueva 1977; Wilkie 1974; Barkin & Esteva 1979; 

Skidmore & Smith 1984; urquidi 1988; Trigueros 1988; Kaplan 

1988; FiztGerald 1991). 

This model of economic development in Latin America 

required the consolidation of strong national states. The 

state has played a key role in economic development, a role 

that certainly favors the economic interests of the capitalist 

sector (Worsley 1984; Lloyd 1982; Portes & Walton; Cockroft 

1990). So, the strong, authoritarian state seems to be the 

rule in Latin America, where democracy is not always present 
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and where the military had played an important role (cf. 

Malloy 1977; Purcell & Purcell 1977; Cardoso 1991). There is 

a clear tradition in Latin America of military regimes. Mexico 

has an authoritarian state as embodied by the PRI-Government, 

but the role of the military in national government dwindled 

after the forties. 

During the late fifties and the sixties, Latin American 

nations showed an improved economy in terms of the national 

product and per capita income. The countries in the area were 

applying the economic model of "stabilizing development" that 

sought a macroeconomic balance. At the same time, Latin 

America received a great deal of support from the Alliance for 

Progress, a program that attempted to foster growth in 

national production. Part of the rationale behind the Alliance 

was to foster strong nations-states that would not fall into 

the communist ranks following the Cuban revolution (Wilkie 

1974; Skidmore & Smith 1984). By the seventies, the problems 

associated with external debt were evident in Latin America 

(Urquidi 1989; Trigueros 1989; Devlin 1989; Wilkie 1990; 

FitzGerald 1991). 

This model of industrialization produced a common pattern 

of development among Latin American countries. This pattern 

was characterized by a lack of democracy and an authoritarian 

state that too often resorted to repression (Malloy 1977; 

Kaplan 1989). 
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In the economic arena, this model produced high rates of 

inflation (hyper-inflation in some countries), currency 

devaluation, and the subordination of agriculture and rural 

populations to agribusiness and exports. It also resulted in 

the production of cheap products for the benefit of 

industrialization and urbanization. It also led to the growth 

of external debt and the monopolization of local industry and 

prof i table economic sectors in services and commerce. The 

massive dislocations it provoked led to increasing state 

economic intervention, the growth of both urban unemployment 

and the informal sector, the unequal distribution of income, 

and the extreme poverty of large population sectors in both 

rural and urban areas (Furtado 1970; Malave Mata 1972; Barkin 

& Esteva 1979; Prebisch 1981; Portes & Walton 1981; Lloyd 

1981; and Worsley 1984). 

These economic conditions set the stage for a rapid 

urbanization of a few centers due to the concentration of 

economic activities and federal spending power. The resulting 

internal migration created "marginal" neighborhoods around the 

cities. Proletarianization, marginalization, and immiseration 

seem to be constant elements in the class structure associated 

with Latin American economic development (Stavenhagen 1974, 

Portes & Walton 1976; Cockcroft 1986; Cornelius 1978; Worsley 

1984; Roberts 1990; Cardoso 1991). 

Debt has been quite central in creating the crisis 
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conditions of the seventies and eighties (Singer 1989; Buira 

1989; Urquidi 1989; Wilkie 1990; Sunkel 1991). Rising foreign 

debt led the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 

Bank to orchestrate a monetarist readjustment program that 

imposed measures of austerity such as reduced public spending 

in social programs. It also proposed a plan to bring 

macroeconomic stability, which focused on lower inflation 

rates, controlled exchange rate, tighter budget control, and 

improved fiscal policies (cf. Malave Mata 1972; Skidmore 1977; 

Skidmore & smith 1984; Castells & Laserna 1990; Gonzalez 

Casanova 1991; and FitzGerald 1991). These policies shifted 

national economies away from the protectionist model and from 

the need for heavy state intervention in the economy (Castells 

& Laserna 1990; Cardoso 1991). These policies called for open 

borders, regional trading blocks, and the incorporation of the 

GATT's guidelines for customs regulation and taxes on foreign 

products. The prevalence of the neoliberals' idealization of 

market forces led to a reduced role of the state in economic 

activities where it competed with the private sector. As a 

result, the state began selling parastate companies and 

encouraging privatization of resources (Singer 1989; Urquidi 

1989). The public sector and popular classes have been left 

with the burden of paying the large external "social debt" 

(Gonzalez Casanova 1991; FitzGerarld 1991). within the new 

context of economic dependency and political subordination in 
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Latin America, the state is left with two main 

responsibilities: to maintain social order, and to guarantee 

the conditions for an intensified accumulation of capital by 

setting bargain prices to local labor and national resources 

(Portes & Kincaid 1990; Castell & Laserna 1990; FitzGerald 

1991; and Cardoso 1991). 

The politics of austerity resulted in a nicely improved 

macroeconomic profile, but at the cost of an expanding 

polarization of income and social classes (stavenhagen 1974; 

Portes & Walton 1976 & 1981; Worsley 1984; Garcia Rocha 1989; 

Cardoso 1991; Gonzalez Casanova 1991). The per capita growth 

shown by some nations means that there are a few more rich 

people entering the ranks of the elite or that the same small 

groups that comprise the elite are even richer. However, it 

does not mean a general pattern of improvement in life 

conditions, nutrition, health, and education for the majority. 

Rather, it means continued austerity, shortage of cash and 

basic goods, more working hours for the same money or even 

less, inflation and decreasing real salaries, and the 

ubiquitous presence of the informal economy. 

A new chapter in the new trend in international economic 

policy was set in motion with the inauguration of the North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). This economic 

integration with open borders had been hinted since the 

launching of the maquiladora program in 1965, and by the great 
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importance of U.S. capital in Mexican business in the form of 

loans, stock investment, and direct participation in local 

industrial capital (Purcell 1988; urquidi 1988; Castell & 

Lasarna 1990). NAFTA builds upon a history of the economic 

interconnectedness between Mexico and the U. s., in which 

Mexico provides hordes of cheap labor power (locally in 

industries, maquiladoras, and in the form of migrant workers 

in the U.S.), agricultural products, and natural resources 

(minerals, oil, gas). The U.S. has great influence over the 

flow of capital to Mexico, and also produces capital goods, 

technology, as well as consumer goods that are exported or 

produced locally by transnational corporations (Mc Bride 1981; 

Mendoza Berrueto et ale 1984). The conjunction of these 

factors indicate the robust influence of the U. S. on the 

general conditions of economic development in Mexico. 

Urbanization in Latin America 

During the twentieth century most Latin American 

countries have moved from mostly rural societies to urban

centered ones. This was due to a constant flux of rural 

migration to a few ci ties associated wi th growing 

industrialization. Portes and Walton have argued that 

urbanization was as much influenced by growing 

industrialization as by the stagnation of the rural areas and 

the agricultural sector (Portes & Walton 1976). 
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At any rate, at the heart of urbanization is the overall 

national strategy of economic development (Portes & Walton 

1976; Castells 1984). The urban phenomena is not only a 

reflection of economic forces shaping population settlements; 

urban organization also feedbacks and reproduces urban 

economies (Walton 1984). 

According to Portes and Walton, Latin American capitalism 

is the main drive behind urbanization. such economic 

formations have four main features: chronic material scarcity, 

a social structure that centers on cities and thus which 

marginalizes/exploits the rural areas, industrialization which 

is closely tied to foreign-owned capital, and economic growth 

tied to international markets (Portes & Walton 1976). However, 

the city is only one node in the overall structure of vertical 

economic integration which encompasses the national and 

international economic spheres (idem). 

Latin American cities were built upon colonial centers, 

but changes occurred with new economic strategies that were 

not dependent on colonial rule. Now the national government 

invests public monies in infrastructure for urban and 

industrial growth, and attracts foreign and local capital to 

provide business with advantageous conditions of 

infrastructural networks, subsidized resources, and fiscal 

incentives (cf. Cornelius 1978; Scott 1982; Walton 1984; 

Geisse 1988; Roberts 1988). Garza and Schteingart (1978) have 
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argued, based on their study of Mexico City, that there is a 

vicious cycle of urbanization that is difficult to break. The 

cycle begins with some advantages in a central place (i.e., 

colonial town), which make it a preferred site for industries 

and business, which in turn creates infrastructural needs that 

beg for public investments, leading to improvements that 

increase its location advantages, and the cycle repeats on and 

on again. 

The strategies of economic development in Latin America 

created a national structure in which the city is the top 

priority (Cornelius 1978; Roberts 1988). In Latin American 

countries, such urban primacy means that there are huge 

concentrations of population, industry and economic resources 

in one or a few cities in Latin American countries (Portes & 

Walton 1976; Scott 1982; Geisse 1988; Roberts 1988; Sosa 

1989). 

Besides the problem of agricultural-industrial sectorial 

imbalances and clear pro-urban economic policies, the large 

flows of immigrants has led demographic concentration in the 

city to grow at a faster pace than the economy, and faster 

than the concomitant creation of "formal" jobs in the 

industrial/secondary sector. The distorted pattern of urban 

growth that emerged reflected a distorted economic emphasis on 

central regions and its incapacity to fulfill the job and 

security dreams of thousands of people. At the same time this 
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process generated an excessi ve concentration of economic 

activities in services and commerce, as well as a large 

"informal" or marginal economic sector (cf. Portes & Walton 

1976; Cornelius 1978; Velez-Ibanez 1983; Castel Is 1984; Walton 

1984; Portes 1984; Lomnitz & Dlaz 1988; and Sosa 1989). 

Portes and Walton (1976:40) have estimated that large 

segments of urban populations in the principal Latin American 

cities live in marginal conditions (between 20 percent to 50 

percent in some cases). other studies indicate that up to 50 

percent of the work force in some cities may depend on the 

informal economy (Lomnitz & Dlaz 1988; Geisse 1988). This 

means that urban poverty resulting from lack of job 

opportunities, excessively low salaries, or the scarcity of 

housing and proper public services (like transportation, and 

water), is a common denominator in most cities. 

Class segregation and class conflict are two constant 

themes in Latin American cities (Cornelius 1978; Walton 1984; 

Delgado 1988). The current historical situation is one where 

"the elitist character of urban social structure has remained, 

despite major processes of differentiation and growth" (Portes 

& Walton 1976:170). Even in the context of domination, the 

urban poor and the working class have emerged with a new 

political force that demands change and improvements. Class 

segregation, conflict and negotiation have been an integral 

part of the dynamics of class relations in the urban setting. 
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Walton (1984) has identified the interaction of four classes 

in the city. Three of these are part of the formal sector: 

owners and managers, professionals and technicians, and 

workers and employees. The lower class or the marginal class, 

meanwhile, depends on the urban informal sector. 

Urbanization in the Third World is, then, the result of 

the interaction of many economic and social forces. Walton has 

given the following summary statement, 

••• el proceso de urbanizacion es una dimension 
critica ••. del desarrollo internacional desigual 
..• la causa de la rapida urbanizacion del Tercer 
Mundo se debe a la expansion y a la penetracion de 
la economia global bajo la forma de la agricultura 
cornercializada para la exportacion, la destruccion 
de la organizacion social-rural tradicional, la 
pujante migracion hacia las ciudades, la 
explotacion de los nuevos mercados urbanos de mano 
de obra y el consumo de bienes de importacion, y la 
reorientacion de la econornia urbana hacia la 
produccion y el comercio de exportacion. 
Paralelamente, el desarrollo urbano (los problemas 
de vi vienda, servicios, desernpleo, crimenes 
desesperados, etc.) es la consecuencia de una 
economia local que esta mal desarrollada y se haya 
deformada por su orientacion hacia las demandas 
externas y hacia las ganancias de la clase 
cornpradora vinculadas a esas demandas (Walton 
1984:10-11). 

The latest thinking on urban development in Latin America 

has involved a fair amount of philosophical discussion about 

the value of urbanization and the potential alternative of 

decentralization. However, where decentralization has been 

actually attempted, it has been on a small-scale basis and did 

not achieve much. Most countries soon realized that the 

expenses associated with decentralization were beyond their 
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reach. Therefore, the old pattern of urban expansion, ant the 

metropolitan concentration of people, resources and money has 

been taken up anew since the eighties with more force than 

before under the concept of "re-ordering" (reordenamiento) the 

city's functioning (cf. scott 1982; Iracheta 1988; Geisse 

1988). 

The urban centers in Latin America are now in a process 

of transformation that is explained, according to Castells 

(1984), by: 1) the continued concentration of labor power and 

markets in the metropolitan areas; 2) the specialization of 

cities with particular sets of industries and business 

generated by the requirements of the capitalist sector; 3) the 

urban shortages of proper housing and lack of adequate 

transportation services; and 4) by the mobilization of 

population and resources in the city to accommodate the 

strategy of profit maximization. 

Mexico followed the general pattern of urbanization and 

development that characterized Latin American countries during 

this century, a pattern based on the extreme centralization of 

power, economy, industrialization, and population. In the case 

of Mexico, the areas that grew at a faster pace were Mexico 

City, Monterrey, Guadalajara, and the northern border region. 

Mexico City is well beyond the other three regions in terms of 

the scale of industrialization and business activities, and 

its share of the population. 
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Classic Approaches to Class: Marx and Weber 

This discussion is not an exhaustive analysis of class 

definitions; rather, it is intended to provide a sample of 

approaches that are of relevance for a serious discussion of 

class. 

For present purposes, there are two basic approaches to 

the definition of class. One emerges from the Marxist 

tradition, which stresses man's relation to production and the 

realm of political action. The other comes from Max Weber, 

whose work points towards a different approximation of social 

classes, one in which the market and consumption play a 

greater role in class definition. 

The Marxist approach links class to the process of 

production in society. In the Communist Manifesto, Marx and 

Engels (1959) establish the key elements of their definition 

of class. society is divided among the owners of the means of 

production (the bourgeoisie, the oppressors) and those who 

sell their labor to survive (the workers, the oppressed). The 

Marxist position maintains that there is a deep opposition 

between these two basic classes, and that such class struggle 

is the driving force in history. This is the formal Marxist 

def ini tion of classes. However, Marx and Engels did not 

develop a fully systematic theory of classes; their 

conceptualization of class was diffused among their economic 

and political writings (Bendix & Lipset 1959; Alonso 1976: 50) • 
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Furthermore, although their formal definition is clear, some 

confusion arises when its conceptual terms are applied to 

given historical situations in a particular country. Marx and 

Engels, themselves, provided grounds for a more comprehensive 

understanding of particular classes (generated from the 

original two) in historical situations. 

In the development of their works, Marx and Engels began 

introducing the notion of the middle class. For Marx (1978), 

the petty bourgeoisie is always in the middle: they are amused 

by the riches of the bourgeoisie, while at the same time 

cannot avoid to feel sympathy for the working masses 

(1978:182). In the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels openly 

describe the petty bourgeoisie as composed of "the small 

tradespeople, shopkeepers, and retired tradesmen generally, 

the handicraftsmen and the peasants" (1959:15). This class 

usually looks up to the bourgeois, while being "hurled down 

into the proletariat" (Marx & Engels 1959:31). 

These references to middle sectors and other social 

strata are multiplied in the writings of Marx and Engels. A 

review of two other texts reveals a number of designations 

that add up to a great complexity in the conceptualization of 

class. 

In The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, we can 

list the author's references to a number of classes or 

subclasses such as the urban proletariat, the bourgeoisie, the 
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land holders, the peasants, the middle class, and the 

lumpenproletariat (Marx & Engels 1959: 327-8, 345). In The 

Class struggle in France, we find an indication of classes of 

owners, such as the aristocracy and landed proprietors, the 

industrial bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the peasantry, 

along with the proletarian and the lumpen-proletariat (Marx & 

Engels 1959:282, 306-7). 

A number of interpretations have been developed from 

these original Marxist writings on class. In one such 

interpretation, Lenin defines classes as large human groups 

that are differentiated by the place they have with respect to 

a historically determined system of production, by their 

relation to the means of production, by their participation in 

the social organization of labor, and by their share of the 

nation's wealth. Classes, as human groups, can appropriate 

the labor of other groups in society (Lenin 1948:612-3; quoted 

by Stavenhagen 1969:32; see also Alonso 1976:83). 

Stavenhagen, in turn, adopts the basic two-class model as 

the key to the analysis of a comprehensive class system in a 

given society. He then proposes the concept of 

"stratification" to include particular characteristics of 

historic classes in a given economic and power structure. 

Stavenhagen affirms that stratification is a superstructural 

phenomenon, one within the sphere of ideology (Stavenhagen 

1969:39). Here I find a contradiction in Stavenhagen, since he 
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indeed resorts to the use of measures of material property 

(size of agricultural land owned, see p. 94-5) in his own 

definition of agrarian stratification in Mexico. The size of 

property in hectares is, in no way, an ideological definition 

of strata, but solid data about material realities (Le., crop 

production capacity). 

stavenhagen also points out that stratification 

constitutes a platform for class relations. Stavenhagen 

suggests that the presence and the importance of the middle 

"categories" of stratification eases the tensions between the 

two basic social classes (1969:40-1). To summarize, classes 

arise from the organization of production in owners and 

nonowners of the means of production, while stratification 

reflects the shape of a socioeconomic structure in a given 

country. 

Miliband (1991) presents another interpretation of the 

division of society into classes. He maintains that in 

advanced societies, the original bourgeoisie and working 

classes are accompanied by a petty bourgeoisie that is formed 

by small owners such as merchants and artisans, as well as 

educated professionals and technicians, and administrators 

(Miliband 1991:427). The petty bourgeoisie is part of the 

dominated classes. 

For Miliband, a coherent class analysis should 

incorporate three objectives: to elaborate what he calls a 
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"map of classes" and subclasses in a society; to delineate the 

specifics of domination and exploitation, along with the 

mechanisms for the extraction of surplus value; and, finally, 

to show the status of class conflict between capital and state 

against the working class. 

Yet another interpretation of Marx's class theory is 

offered by Swingewood (1975). He follows a different path to 

explain Marx's views on class. Swingewood observes that Marx 

had not one but two models of class divisions. His earlier 

work emphasized a two-class model of bourgeoisie and 

proletariat, while in later works he developed a more complex 

model that includes a third class, that of the petit-

bourgeoisie. In Swingewood's words, 

Marx's second theory of class is highly complex, 
embracing proletariat, ruling class, middle class. 
The category of the middle class is especially 
important. It consist of variegated groups such as 
the small producers, the petit-bourgeoisie 
(employers of small fractions of labor); those 
engaged in the 'circulation of commodities' 
(marketing, buying, selling); the middle men 
(wholesalers, shopkeepers, speculators); those who 
'command in the name of capital' (managers, etc.) 
and their assistants, supervisors, secretaries, 
book-keepers, clerks; and finally an 'ideological' 
group embracing lawyers, artists, journalists, 
clergy and the state officials such as the military 
and the police. (Swingewood 1975:116). 

Alonso, who has also participated in the class debate, 

follows the path of the two-class division that arises from 

the division of labor in the process of production (1976:84). 

According to Alonso, different stages of the division of labor 
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correspond to a particular class structure. An interesting 

aspect of Alonso's work is that he clearly differentiates-

following Poulantzas--between class situation and class 

position. "Class situation" refers to a structural definition 

that follows the formal approach to the relations of 

production, while the term 

political condition found 

development of a country. 

"class position" indicates a 

at a particular historical 

Alonso's own analysis of the conflict of classes/elites 

involves the study of class dynamics in a historical context, 

where he finds not only class factions (each with its own 

elites) within the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, but also 

a number of "adjacent classist formations" (Alonso 1976:104-

106). I believe that Marx's basic distinction of classes 

according to their relation to production and the organization 

of work, the ownership of means of production and that of 

selling labor force, and to political action is a key in any 

coherent class definition. 

I concur with Swingewood (1975), who affirms that " ••• 

while Marx's polemical standpoint led him to portray 

capitalist stratification in dichotomic terms, his scientific 

method leads away from polarization to a pluralistic concept 

of class structure" (p110). Gonzalez Casanova (1969:209) also 

identifies a pluralistic class structure that includes, along 

with working and bourgeoisie classes, a clearly defined middle 
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class or classes (Gonzalez 1969:209; and Swingewood 1975:137). 

Such middle classes tend to dilute the classic class division. 

Marx viewed people of the middle classes as taking mainly a 

conservative political stand, but able to form alliances with 

either the bourgeoisie or the proletariat depending on 

particular historic circumstances and developments. Marx 

believed that the logic of capitalist development indicated 

that eventually the middle classes would be re-integrated, by 

a process of proletarianization, into a single working class. 

On the other hand, Lloyd (1982) takes the position that 

three main elements have been used in developing a class 

structure: production, consumption, and political action (p29-

30). While production and political praxis have found a 

relevant position in Marxist analyses of classes, Lloyd 

suggests that a stronger emphasis on consumption issues is in 

order (Lloyd 1982:29-30,43). He also believes that a multi

class model is applicable to contemporary societies. 

Now I would like to focus attention on the second basic 

approach to classes, developed by Max Weber (1978). His 

concept of class is tied to the original Marxist concept, but 

comes from a different theoretical vantage point. Weber 

understands that there is no single definition of class, but 

three complementary types of classes: economic classes, 
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status groups or social classes, and political parties. In his 

own words, 

Whereas the genuine place of classes is within the 
economic order, the place of status groups is 
within the social order, that is, within the sphere 
of the distribution of honor. From within these 
spheres, classes and status groups influence one 
another and the legal order and are in turn 
influenced by it. "Parties" reside in the sphere of 
power. Their action is oriented toward the 
acquisition of social power ••• (Weber 1978:938). 

Although Weber claims that societies may have two main 

"modes of stratification," according to the widespread 

presence of either status or class (Ibid:306), Weber uses the 

concepts of status (life style) and class in a complementary 

way. 

According to Weber, social differentiation based on 

property does not necessarily result in a revolution where 

class struggle aims at changing the production system. 

Instead, for Weber, "class situation is, in this sense, 

ultimately market situation" (1978:928). 

In the Weberian view, the three types of classes that, 

together with status, shape the stratification of society are 

the property classes, the commercial classes, and the social 

classes. Property classes are comprised of the negatively 

privileged (unfree, debtors, declassed and paupers), the 

middle classes (either commercial entrepreneurs or even 

proletarians), and the "positively privileged property 

classes" that extract income or rent from other social groups 
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(Weber 1978:303). Among the commercial classes, Weber 

distinguishes between three strata: lower strata wi th a 

negative privilege in the market (laborers), the middle class 

(with professionals, public and private officials, and 

craftsmen), and the larger class of those with positive 

privilege (entrepreneurs, merchants, ship owners, agribusiness 

entrepreneurs, and professionals and highly qualified 

workers). 

Finally, Weber discusses social classes. Here he 

identifies four classes: working class, petty bourgeoisie, 

propertyless intelligentsia and specialists, and the 

privileged classes of owners (1978:305). 

The three types of classes outlined above represent a 

collection of persons who share a class situation. Class 

situation has to do with "probable" patterns of consumption 

(procuring of goods), life status, and ideological fulfillment 

(Weber 1978:302). The probability of someone being part of a 

class and its corresponding situation is given by the income 

derived from an individual's control over resources and 

marketable abilities. 

The issue of the relevance of consumption in defining 

social classes has been largely ignored by many class models 

that center on the role of production and property. I would 

like to argue that social indexes that may on the surface 

point to status are also significant correlates of class 
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position. 

One can logically evaluate the correspondence between 

class and status in three ways: 1) there is a positive 

correlation between the two (where the dominant class 

corresponds to high status, and subordinate class to low 

status); 2) the improbable case of a negative or contradictory 

correspondence (where dominant classes have a low status) ; and 

3) there is no correspondence whatsoever (in which members of 

the dominant class would correspond to a random representation 

of the many statuses). I believe there is a positive 

correspondence that could, if appropriately analyzed, 

identify not only class position (social strata), but also 

class situation. 

In other words, the fact that income, occupation, 

education, housing, and other sociodemographic indexes do not 

directly define classes does not mean that they should be 

totally ignored when the analytical task is to identify 

classes in historical populations (besides Weber see, for 

example, the uses of such ideas by Portes & Walton 1981:173-

82; Lloyd 1982:17, 31, 116; Worsley 1984:37). The reference to 

objective indexes has been key in translating the pure 

definition of economic classes into the complex reality of 

historic social classes (following Giddens [1973:105] quoted 

in Lloyd 1982:32, 122-3). 

Whereas in Marx's view, class struggle, domination, 
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oppression, historical force, and revolution are key elements 

in understanding the dynamics of class societies, in Weber's 

work classes seem more static. The sharp edges of Marxist 

class analysis do not find room in Weber's stable view of 

status, life styles, and the overlapping effects of the three 

types of classes (economic, social, political) under 

particular class situations. 

Marx and Weber represent the two most important 

approaches to the elaboration of class systems, but they did 

not develop a clear connection between class and other 

important social phenomena like race and castes. Cox (1948) 

has presented one of the most interesting texts that attempts 

to encompass the complex relations between classes (social and 

political), race, and castes. In the same way, Stavenhagen 

(1968,1969), Chance (1978), and Worsley (1984) have discussed 

the importance of the elements of race and ethnici ty for 

nations, like Mexico, that grew out of a cultural and racial 

clash that developed following original contact in colonial 

times. 
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Nutrition and Anthropology 

This research proj ect attempts to build on ideas and 

experiences of those anthropologists interested in the study 

of food in society. 

A large number of anthropologists have, in one way or 

another, confronted the issue of food in the societies they 

studied. A. Richards and Margaret Mead were among the first 

group of anthropologists to pay serious attention to the study 

of food habits and customs (Richards 1932; Mead 1943, and 

1945). More recent research has been carried out by Mary 

Douglas (1984), Roland Barthes (1975), and sidney Mintz 

(1980). Their novel work explores the social uses of foods 

from multiple vantage points. 

The theme of food in society has fascinated many 

anthropologists. In fact, Bourdieu goes as far as stating that 

food is the "archetypal cultural good" (1984:79). sindey 

Mintz, meanwhile, suggests that the comprehensive study of 

food commodities in anthropology "might be one way to try to 

renovate a discipline now dangerously close to losing its 

purpose" (Mintz 1980:79). 

It appears that the work of the previous authors have 

given new momentum to anthropological studies of food, studies 

that can provide some insight into the world's vast food 

problems. There is a growing concern regarding food 

production, distribution and consumption among anthropologists 
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who believe that they can make a sound contribution towards 

the solution of global food problems. But what are the main 

approaches in anthropological studies of food and nutrition? 

Some nutritional anthropologists classify the work in 

this field according to research problem orientation (see 

Pelto 1987). I my view, the three main branches of research 

are: medical studies of nutrition on a given population, 

cuI tural studies of traditions and customs in growing (or 

acquiring) foods and eating meals in ethnographic groups, and 

socio-economic studies of food production and distribution. 

Along with work on medical nutriology, there are two main 

theoretical trends in the anthropology of food. One is that of 

the cultural-functionalists and structuralists; the other is 

mainly represented by economic anthropologists. 

For cultural-functionalists the main goal is to document 

the impact that culture (i.e. traditions, taboos, myths, and 

beliefs) has on a society's diet (cf. Richards 1932; Mead 

1943, 1945, 1964; Far & Armelagos 1980; Vargas 1984; 

Fieldhouse 1986; Murcott 1986). For structuralists, the 

purpose is to grasp, in studying a particular cuisine, the 

structural language behind its representations (cf. Levi

strauss 1966, 1967; Dumont 1970; Barthes 1975; Douglas 1972; 

Douglas & Isherwood 1979; Douglas & Gross 1981). 

In economic anthropology, food is seen as a commodity 
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that is produced and distributed within the larger frame of a 

society's organization of production activities. The 

consumption of food is, then, a particular outcome of a 

nation's general economic strategies, its class divisions, and 

the distribution of property and produced wealth in that 

particular society (cf. Mintz 1980, 1985; Goody 1982). 

Next, I will briefly review some representative works of 

the two main trends outlined above. 

Cultural and structural Approaches: A critique 

Most studies in food consumption developed by 

anthropologists following either a cultural or structural 

approach are interesting in many ways, but they usually get 

entangled in issues that seem secondary or even futile. 

Margaret Mead (1943, and 1945) was among the first 

anthropologists to call for serious, systematic studies of the 

cultural aspects of food in society. During the forties she 

devoted a great deal of effort to providing alternatives to 

food distribution and management in America during World War 

II. Mead's approach placed a heavy emphasis on psychology and 

behavioral sciences (as explanatory of food habits). She 

believed that society can successfully resort to a 

"scientifically" guided social engineering of food 

consumption (Mead 1964). 

A clear example of this cultural approach to nutrition is 
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the work of Murcott (1986). Her approach to food is a 

cultural-symbolic one. cultural group identity, according to 

Murcott, explains both food practices and food choice. 

Another cultural approach to eating is presented by the 

work of Farb & Armelagos (1980). For them, the patterns of 

food production and consumption result from the interaction of 

the cuI tural system wi th the biological and environmental 

context in a given region (Farb & Armelagos 1980:14). Other 

cuI tural studies of food focus on the ideology of food in 

society, it's social functions (prestige, status, and 

rituals), the impact of religion on food consumption, myths 

and taboos, and the "psychological aspects of food choice" 

(Fieldhouse 1986). 

Vargas (1984) has studied cultural factors that affect 

eating. His view of the process is quite simple. First, each 

society has a natural niche that makes certain types of food 

more accessible and its technological development which helps 

to extract those natural resources efficiently. Second, each 

person in a society has to make choices regarding a personal 

preference for some foodstuffs. The factors affecting such a 

choice are: social and emotional circumstances, personal 

eating habits, and the person's experiences and psychological 

needs. Cultural aspects of food consumption include the social 

image of good and bad foods, taboos and restrictions on eating 

certain foods, religion, festivities and rituals, the social 
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image of a desirable body, and the "lubrication" of social 

interaction (Vargas 1984). 

Cultural determination seems to permeate the discussion 

of food problems and malnutrition in Mexico. Aguirre Beltran 

has supported the idea that behind the many nutritional 

problems affecting the Mexican Indian population, there is a 

deep cultural reticence. His view is that a change in the 

available foods would not guarantee that new foods would be 

incorporated into the diet, for a whole cultural 

transformation instead is needed (Aguirre Beltran 1974:27). 

This is an extreme position which is generated by some kinds 

of cultural determinism. 

structuralists, following the lead of Levi-strauss (1966, 

1967), have devoted a great deal of attention to the study of 

the deep social structures embedded in cultural uses of food, 

as well as the ideologies (symbolism and meaning) associated 

with food consumption and food preparation techniques. Levi

strauss, in one of his multiple incursions on the topic of 

food, coined the concept of "gustemes." In fact, he often 

made key references to food in society: "the raw and the 

cooked," "from honey to ashes," "the origin of table manners," 

and so on. For Levi-Strauss, cooking is a linking process that 

brings together nature and culture: "the cooking of a society 

is a language in which it unconsciously translates its 

structure--or else resigns itself, still unconsciously, to 
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revealing its contradictions" (Levi-strauss 1966:595). 

Dumont (1970), in his interesting study of the social 

organization of India's caste system, observed how castes used 

"a framework of absolute criteria" that provided structural 

rules of contact and relationships between castes. Food was 

concei ved as one of many social arenas for a hierarchical 

differentiation of Indian castes. 

Roland Barthes (1975), in turn, addressed what he called 

"the psychosociological" aspects of food consumption in 

society. He defines food in the following way: 

For what is food? It is not only a collection of 
products that can be used for statistical or 
nutritional studies. It is also, and at the same 
time, a system of communication, a body of images, 
a protocol of usages, situations and behavior (pp 
49-50) . 

For Barthes food encapsules and enacts the organization 

of the social world. However, Barthes is far from accepting 

food at face value. Instead, he prefers a linguistic, semantic 

approach to the psychosociology of food. He applies the 

metaphor of "grammar of foods" in his discussion of the proper 

units of study. 

Another set of structuralist studies of food habits has 

been carried by Douglas among others (1972, 1974, 1978, 1984; 

Douglas & Nicod 1974; Douglas & Isherwood 1979; Douglas & 

Gross 1981). In her earlier works, Douglas was definitely 

committed to the aesthetic value of material culture, "food as 

an art form," in the search for the intrinsic structure of 
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social uses of food (Douglas 1972. 1974). She was also 

interested in the structural elements of meals, and the 

communicative process taking place within structured food 

events (Douglas & Gross 1981:4). 

Two main works in the school of structuralism, the latter 

work of Mary Douglas (Douglas 1984, Douglas and Isherwood 

1979) and the work of Bourdieu (1984), have somewhat shifted 

the focus from deep structural correlates to one that examines 

the differential access of populations to food for 

consumption. 

Douglas and Isherwood identify at least three social 

classes in terms of consumption patterns: 1) the lower class 

that devotes most income to "cheap carbohydrate staples"; 2) 

a middle income group that consumes staples and adds another 

dimension of food variety; and 3) finally the elites that 

bring to their tables large quantity and great variety of 

foodstuffs (Douglas and Isherwood 1979:191). 

Douglas' latest work (1984) addresses the social uses of 

food. Here, she advances the notion that "food is a field of 

action" (1984:30). Douglas urges social scientists to realize 

that "it is disingenuous to pretend that food is not one of 

the media of social exclusion" (Ibid: 36). By exclusion Douglas 

means a series of social processes of differentiation involved 

in the unequal distribution of food. For Douglas, social 

exclusion can explain the allocation of small quantities of 
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nutrient-poor foodstuffs to lower classes in industrial 

societies, while at the same time a greater quantity of 

better-quality foods is channeled to the privileged classes 

(Douglas 1984:4). 

Another variant of this type of structuralist approach to 

food consumption and social classes is that of Bourdieu. His 

critique of the "judgement of taste" displays an impressive 

and thought-provoking approach, particularly to food-taste as 

a class marker. For him food is the "archetypal cultural good" 

(1984:79), a key social element that draws a line between the 

tastes of necessity and those of freedom or luxury. 

The main variations in consumption, according to 

Bourdieu, relate to economic differences between social 

classes. Tastes are closely associated to patterns of food 

acquisition and consumption. Accordingly, different classes 

spend their food-budget in particular manners. 

The problem with these cultural and structural approaches 

is that even though they recognize the problem of the role of 

social class formation in food distribution, their research 

methods do not incorporate the relevant kinds of economic 

analysis necessary for a cOlllplete understanding of the causes 

of national trends in food production, distribution and 

consumption. 

Moreover, the cultural and structural approaches to the 

anthropology of food do not provide us with a useful framework 



64 

to shed light on the problems of class-defined food 

consumption (cf. Terrail et al. 1977; Goody 1982). Even if 

these works hint that food is unequally distributed, this 

issue seems secondary to the cultural system, the structural 

grammar, the symbolic field, and the purely technical 

organization of a given society. In the end, while there are 

a number of interesting studies about culture and foodways, 

socioeconomic and political factors like social classes tend 

to be ignored (cf. Terrail 1977:29; Mintz 1980:71; Goody 

1982). 

I believe that we must move beyond the cultural and 

structural approaches to food research in social anthropology 

if we are to have an impact on the huge problems of food 

production, management, distribution and consumption around 

the world. 

Anthropologists studying food consumption must decide 

how to approach the two conflicting trends explaining food 

scarcity and malnourishment. One trend stresses socio-cultural 

and structural elements; the other focusses on socio-economics 

and inequality. The situation can be illustrated by a well

known discussion of food problems in Mexico during the 

seventies (see Zubiran et al. 1974). The exchange shows the 

two main arguments used to explain malnourishment of some 

indigenous groups. 

In this debate, Ricardo Pozas and Aguirre Beltran held 
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that the combined influences of taboos, cultural traditions, 

and other ideological constraints were responsible for the 

overall nutrition of a people (Zubiran et al. 1974). Bonfil 

Batalla, on the other hand, clearly emphasized the economic 

roots of malnutrition among Mexicans. He dismissed the 

influence of cultural bias and taboos in shaping the 

inadequate diet of the poor (Bonfil in Zubiran et al. 

1974:27). 

I agree with Bonfil in that national and local economic 

structures had a great deal to do with the access of the 

population to appropriate amounts of nourishment. Although 

there are cultural influences in dietary patterns, Bonfil 

argues, they should not concern us at this point since the 

social and economic conditions prevalent in those regions are 

mainly responsible for the lack of proper of food consumption 

and its resultant malnourishment. 

Food Consumption: Economy and Politics 

within the scope of the problems to be addressed here, 

the cultural and structuralist approaches to the study of food 

consumption have little relevance. Instead, the approach that 

I shall employ emphasizes not only economics, but also the 

system of political power governing a country (cf. Terrail et 

al. 1977; Mintz 1980; Goody 1982). 

The goal is to build a theoretical framework for the 
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study of economic and politic contexts which clearly 

demarcates the general lines of class-based, differential 

access to foodstuffs in Mexico from 1976 to 1988. 

In this section, I will consider a general theory of the 

relationship between social classes and food consumption. 

Any discussion of class consumption must follow the ideas 

of Marx and Weber in this regard. I have already pointed that 

for Marx, class is defined in terms of a relationship to the 

means of production. One class owns the means of production 

(the capitalist or bourgeoisie), while others like the 

workers, or the salary-earners only own their labor power. 

Although the analysis of production has drawn most of the 

attention of Marxist writers, consumption is deeply woven into 

the fabric of social production where there is a contradictory 

unity of production and consumption. The worker receives a 

salarie du travail or the cost of the production of labor 

power, the minimum necessary to provide the salary-goods 

needed to sustain the worker's capacity to continue delivering 

labor power (Marx 1980:47, 99). This salary represents only a 

part of the total production generated by his labor, since 

another part, the surplus value, is appropriated by the 

capitalist. 

At any rate, the salary very much constrains the scope of 

food consumption. According to Marx, a worker recei ves a 

salary that is then exchanged for basic sustenance goods, 
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commodities (1980:99). But working class consumption is, on 

average, equal to the cost of labor in the production process, 

i.e. the salary, the minimum amount necessary to reproduce it 

(Marx 1978:43-ff; 1980:99, 259; Marx & Engels 1959:22). There 

is, then, in Marx and Engels a germinal idea that working 

class consumption of basic goods is an intrinsic part of the 

production and reproduction of the capitalist system. 

Max Weber has delineated a theory of class that fully 

incorporates the elements of consumption. For Weber, the 

II control of consumer goods II depends on a given IIclass 

situation ll (Weber 1978:302). He distinguishes three types of 

social action (lithe labor market, the commodities market, and 

capitalist enterprise ll ) that IIdirectly determine the class 

situation of the worker and entrepreneur II (1978:930). Lastly, 

Weber proposes that one main scenario for class struggles is 

through IIwage disputes on the labor market, II where the key is 

in controlling both the market value of labor, and the prices 

for basic consumption products (Weber 1978:930-1). The 

standard of living for a modern urban worker, the proletariat, 

is set by the class situations derived from lithe structure of 

the concrete economic order II (idem). 

The influence of Marx and Weber on current thought about 

consumption today is very important. I want to follow a 

theoretical path that builds on a flexible approach to Marxist 

political economy and also incorporates the main ideas of 
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Weber's economic analysis of society. 

Weber has been criticized by Marxists for focusing too 

much attention on the market situation, thus diluting the 

class struggle and making it simply a matter of group 

stratification (see Godard 1977). The French school of Marxist 

sociology has produced a general framework for the analysis of 

consumption trends in contemporary capitalist society (Terrail 

et al. 1977). This group of authors openly criticizes 

culturalist, symbolic-structuralist, and Weber ian explanations 

of consumption. However, they do incorporate into their views 

some of Weber's ideas. This incorporation is not explicitly 

sought, rather Weber is subject to criticism for his general 

soft approach to class struggle and economic aspects of social 

life (Cf. Godard 1977). 

The French view can be summarized as follows. Preteceille 

firmly states, following Marx, that production and consumption 

are part of one general economic process, where the 

organization of production determines the types of consumption 

in society, given the legal setting of a salary and its 

purchase power (Preteceille 1977:35-6; Terrail 1977; Godard 

1977). 

The main contribution of this French group, in terms of 

my research interests, is that they have developed some basic 

elements for an analysis of class consumption practices which 

emphasize the household as the fundamental social unit for 
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consumption and reproduction (Preteceille 1977; Godard 1977). 

Meillassoux (1981, 1983) has also contributed to the 

discussion of consumption and classes. In his studies of the 

role of the domestic unit and the family in demographic 

reproduction, Meillassoux has argued that cheap, subsidized 

sUbsistence goods result in higher profit rates for the 

capitalist sector (Meillassoux 1983). In urban centers, 

demographic reproduction depends on industrial labor markets: 

cash income, wages, food prices, and rate of employment 

(Meillassoux 1983:57; see also Senauer 1990). Moreover, 

The reproduction of the producers and the 
reproducers is entirely subordinated to the 
economy, to the production of the volume of 
sUbsistence goods necessary for the biological 
growth of future producers (Meillassoux 1981:51) 

Meillassoux's work, then, points toward the crucial 

relationship between salaries and the physical reproduction of 

the human beings, in that workers sell their labor power and 

then use their wage income to maintain not only themselves but 

the larger group that forms the household membership. 

Aside from Meillassoux and a few others, little attention 

has been paid in social anthropology to the study of patterns 

of consumption (cf. Mintz 1980). along with the overall 

scarcity of anthropological studies of food, even less have 

specifically focused on the study of differential food 

consumption patterns for social classes. Two clear exceptions 

are the works of Mintz (1980, 1985) and Goody (1982). Several 
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other food studies are helpful in providing a general 

background for the study of consumption trends. Among them are 

the work of Greadon (1976) which looks at health and urban 

diet in a Mexican community, and Johnstone, who collaborated 

in the development of the methodological grounds for the study 

of food from household refuse samples in Arizona (Johnstone 

1986). The work of Selby et al. (1990) is important--even 

though their main focus is not food consumption and they do 

not use an explicit class framework for their study--because 

they sampled a great number of urban households in Mexico and 

they documented all sorts of daily practices and situations 

(food consumption being one of them). Finally, the study of 

the development of urban Oaxaca by Murphy & stepick (1991) is 

an important contribution to the study of inequality in a 

Mexican urban setting, particularly as they define inequality 

in terms of "differential access to and possession of material 

goods" (Murphy & stepick 1991:2). 

Mintz' anthropology of food takes a more basic approach 

to culture and society, He studies the global elements that 

surround food production, distribution, availability and 

consumption. The worldwide market and distribution of 

resources is, according to this approach, determined by larger 

social, economic, and political forces. 

Mintz (1980) has shown the intricate links between the 

production of food commodities in the colonies and their 
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incorporation into spheres of consumption by social classes in 

the metropolis. Of special interest for him is the social uses 

and functions of sugar. Foodstuffs like as sugar, coffee, and 

tea, along with "proletarian hunger-killers" like tobacco and 

rum, were an integral part of the development of factory 

capitalism and the growth of the working class within the 

European metropolis. 

Mintz points out a number of significant trends in the 

food habits of working people: increased amounts of drug-foods 

in their diet, development of food processing factories whose 

products replace tradi tional ones, more meals are taken 

outside the home, and the time working families spend on food 

preparation is reduced. Food choices are also constrained by 

the availability of foods, but food availability is the result 

of a complex set of social, economic and political factors. 

The work of Mintz provides the first anthropological 

study of the intricacies of food consumption patterns imposed 

on the English and European working classes in terms of a 

single food commodity: sugar. His work constitutes a first 

serious attempt to build a global socio-political framework 

for the study of class consumption patterns and their many 

ramifications for the organization of production in the 

colonies and in the English metropolis (Mintz 1980, 1985). 

Jack Goody's work also has advanced the field of class 

and food consumption. Goody begins his book Cooking, cuisine 
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and class with an open critique of the functional and cultural 

approach to social uses of food. He similarly criticizes the 

structuralists' exclusion of "the relation between 

consumption, production and the social-economic order" from 

their studies of food. The patterned consumption of foods, the 

"cuisines" of diverse cultural groups and societies, may 

reveal key aspects of the link between a social class system 

and the productive processes of a nation. 

Moreover, Goody argues that food is one key element in 

human production and reproduction; it is also related to the 

conditions of power distribution and social stratification. 

"Cooking is closely related to production on the one hand and 

to class on the other", and cooking is also used to 

differentiate social classes by "a system of differentiated 

access to resources" (Goody 1982:215). 

A similar analysis of food consumption has been carried 

out by Sharman et al. (1991), and Senauer (1990). Sharman et 

al. (1991) call our attention to the socioeconomic, political, 

and legal entitlement of household food consumption in complex 

stratified systems. Senauer (1990) attempts to elucidate the 

link between a household's food intake and its purchasing 

power, its members' acquisition behavior, and its internal 

allocation of foodstuffs within the household. She believes 

that, in general terms, "household food consumption clearly 

responds to price and income changes" (Senauer 1990:416). 
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Both Senauer and Sharman et ale stress the need for 

comprehensive research programs that can shed some light on 

the complexities of the economics , politics and social aspects 

of differentiated patterns of food consumption. Senauer 

suggests that one particular research avenue is the collection 

of relevant information regarding "how households respond to 

economic changes, particularly to price and income changes, 

and government policies and programmes" (idem). 

The key point here is that changes in food consumption 

patterns are related to other societal conditions, 

particularly economic and political conditions. In economic 

terms, changing prices and salaries in the context of 

inflation usually point towards the deterioration of food 

consumption and nutritional standards among the working class. 

In such cases, the capitalist and merchant sectors obtain 

higher profit margins and enjoy a general transfer of 

resources that fall under their control. The political aspect 

of this situation has to do with the degree to which state 

interventions favor the capital sector in establishing and 

legitimizing key regulations (i.e., legal minimum salary and 

consumer prices) needed to set resource transfer in motion. 

Meillassoux (1983) has noted that the distribution of 

basic staples (cheap and subsidized) to the urban working 

class results in higher profit rates for the capitalist 

sector. This is the case in Mexico where we can observe an 
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increased reliance of the capitalist sector on household 

reproduction through public subsidies and the contributions of 

the informal sector. 

Barkin and Suarez (1985) have also argued that 

agribusiness, by producing cheap food commodities for the 

working class consumption, now give international capital the 

advantage of reduced costs of workers' reproduction. Low cost 

food allows cheaper wages, reduces the value of labor power, 

and thus higher rates of labor exploitation, all of which 

result in worse conditions of reproduction for the working 

class (Barkin and Suarez 1985:25-7). 

I shall now turn to a discussion of background research 

in Mexico that illustrates the present nutritional status and 

the current level of food intake for Mexican households. Most 

research is geared toward studies of the Mexican national 

economy, households and their consumption. Only a few studies 

explicitly focus on class consumption practices; most use an 

economic approach to household income and expenses. Although 

the theoretical and methodological grounds of such works may 

not correspond to the one used in this research, they are 

quite useful in setting a background context for household 

food consumption. 
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Current Patterns of Food consumption in Mexico 

All evidence indicates that the capital-productive sector 

is placing a larger share of the burden of reproduction on the 

workers themsel ves by reducing the compensation paid to 

workers. The actual value of labor, in the process of 

production, remains constant. What changes is the purchasing 

power of wages based on minimum salary. By lowering real 

wages, capitalists increased the surplus value extracted in 

the production process which did not introduced new technology 

nor even re-organizing work routines. 

The reduction of real wages is accomplished by means of 

a particular use of the inflationary process. As the working 

class household has less purchasing power to acquire even 

basic goods, the household has to set priorities in 

expendi tures, wi th the overall purpose of curtailing some 

areas of consumption. Therefore, inflation rates in Mexico-

which went from 30 percent to over a 150 percent per year 

during the period of 1980 to 1987--placed high pressure on 

workers to cut down on reproductive consumption (Calva 

1988:163; Martinez 1989:116; Selby et ale 1990. 164). At the 

same time, food subsidies allowed working class families to 

access cheap/subsidized staples which have become the bulk of 

their diet. This whole process could be characterized as a 

pattern of overexploitation which brings working class 

households--both rural and urban--to a position in which their 
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physical well-being is in jeopardy due to the drastic 

decreases in food consumption. 

The canasta basica, a basic food basket, is a term that 

designates the official list of foods and other basic items 

needed to fulfill the most basic needs of an average family 

(Valencia 1981; COPLAMAR 1982; Salinas 1988; Selby et al. 

1990). This list not only attempts to be a "guide" for a 

proper diet, but is also used to set standards in relation to 

changes in the legal minimum salary. 

During the eighties, a growing percentage of the 

population was unable to buy enough food in quanti ty and 

quality to meet those standards (Esteva 1987; Martinez 1989; 

Calva 1988 & 1989; Fox 1992; Garavito 1990; Cuadernos de 

Nutrici6n 1991a). 

Household income just could not keep pace with inflation. 

Selby et ale (1990:164) show that real wages in Mexico fell by 

some 40 percent during a 6-year span (1982-1988). Calva also 

agrees that the salary and wages were reduced--by 1987--to 47 

percent of the value of 1976's wages. In spite of public 

subsidies of main staples, in 1987 wages could buy only 60 

percent of what the similar income bought in 1981 (Calva 

1988:66). 

The point is that the national economic conditions 

(income distribution patterns, unemployment, and minimum 

salaries) had a definitive impact on overall household 
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consumption patterns, especially on buying and consuming 

foodstuffs. 

The national trend in consumption of foods is closely 

tied to an increase in poverty across Mexico. Maybe 1981 was 

the best year in the decade in terms of the nutritional status 

of the population (given the high subsidies to staples, 

relative salary purchasing power and strong agricultural 

production that year). But after 1981, there was a marked 

decrease of food consumed per capita (Bortz 1991:58; Calva 

1988:16). Bortz points out that in the period from 1981 to 

1988, consumption of rice per capita decreased from 7.3 to 3 

kilograms, beans from 25.5 to 14.2 kilograms, corn from 245.2 

to 142.4 kilos, and wheat from 60.5 to 49.3 kilograms In the 

same way, Cal va has shown that the national production of 

basic grain for human consumption decreased 25 percent from 

1981 to 1987 (Calva 1988: 16). Similarly, the per capita 

consumption of basic staples and animal products decreased by 

12 percent by 1986, compared to 1982 standards (Calva 

1988:47). The decrease in national per capita consumption of 

corn, beans, rice and wheat went from 338.5 kgs. in 1981, to 

308.7 in 1983, and to 269.3 kilograms in 1987 (Cuadernos de 

Nutrici6n 1991b:8). This means that there was an initial cut 

in staple consumption of 9 percent by 1983, and 22 percent by 

1987. 

The reported decrease in food consumption during the 
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eighties came after a small increase in consumption due to the 

efforts of the sistema Alimentario Mexicano (SAM, 1980-82) and 

the ephemeral sense of prosperity created by the oil-boom of 

the late seventies and early eighties. Esteva (1987:40) 

suggests that SAM responded to the fact that 50 percent of the 

population was suffering some kind of shortage in their food 

intake. Esteva also reports that up to one-fourth of the 

Mexican population may suffer from severe malnutrition. 

The rural-urban differentiation of consumption is well 

documented in the Mexican case (cf. Greadon 1976; Valencia 

1981; Bourges 1981; COPLAMAR 1979 & 1982; Hewitt 1987a & 

1987b; Austin & Esteva 1987; Montanari 1987; INEGI 1989b; 

Cuadernos de Nutrici6n 1991b; and Monge 1992). During the 

eighties, two out of three people suffering malnutrition in 

Mexico lived in the countryside (Valencia 1981; Cuadernos de 

Nutrici6n 1991b). 

Sanders (1986) has observed that the Mexican population 

does not suffer from starvation, but chronic deficiencies 

resulting from unequal distribution of food resources. 

Sanders argues that Mexicans' health and stature have been 

affected by a low consumption of milk, an insufficient intake 

of animal protein (versus beans and corn protein), and a 

deficient supply of essential vitamins and minerals (see also 

Vargas 1987:199). 

In a recent study of food consumption in a rural Mexican 
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town, Messer (1991) found that the contemporary diet is not 

greatly different from that reported by other ethnographies in 

Mexico (Redfield 1930; Lewis 1960, 1961; Lomnitz 1975). 

Messer indicates that the average composition of the Mexican 

diet in the Zapotec town of Mitla, Oaxaca includes a large 

portion of corn tortillas, which are the main staple along 

with beans. The typical daily meals consists of a hot drink 

and sweet rolls in the morning and late afternoon, with two 

mid-day meals (almuerzo and comida). Those two meals also 

include tortillas, beans, some other dish like pasta and hot 

chili sauce (Messer 1991). Messer also affirms that economic 

status is the main determinant of household food intake. 

Although malnutrition is widespread among the urban poor, 

there is no doubt that urban areas in Mexico were given 

priority in supplies of cheap food at the expense of the rural 

sector in general. This implies that urban households are in 

better shape and have a better nutritional intake than rural 

households (Greadon 1976; Bourges 1981; Valencia 1981; 

COPLAMAR 1982; Monge 1992). This phenomena is part of a 

greater political trend towards the transfer of resources from 

the countryside to urban areas in order to stimulate economic 

development, especially around Mexico city (Chavez 1981; 

Barkin and Suarez 1985; Montanez and Warman 1985; Sanders 

1986; and Hewitt 1987a; Cuadernos de Nutrici6n 1991b). 

Mexico City and the central Valley of Mexico indeed 
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concentrate a huge portion of the demand for food products. 

But even Mexico city suffered from lower consumption standards 

during the eighties (Casanueva 1984; Hewitt 1987a; Calva 

1988). 

Besides the polarization in access to foodstuffs along 

the lines of urban versus rural sectors, extreme disparities 

are also evident across classes in urban centers like Mexico 

City (Restrepo & Phillips 1982; Phillips et ale 1984; Rathje 

1984c; Hewitt 1987a; Calva 1988; Bourges 1991). I consider 

this polarization to have its roots in the confrontation of 

social classes in economic and politic arenas where the 

bourgeoisie, with the help of the Mexican state, is able to 

exert political control over labor power. As a result, the 

bourgeoisie obtains higher economic profits through production 

and retail (both in absolute and relative surplus value 

extraction), while the workers loose ground on most fronts, 

and have their nutritional status increasingly eroded. 

The issue of class-differentiated patterns of food 

consumption and nutrition is clear: Mexico has a tradition of 

having at least two main patterns of nutrient consumption. One 

is a diet of abundance and plenty for the dominant elites, and 

the other diet is insufficient, poorly balanced and on the 

verge of permanent undernutrition. 

In contemporary Mexico there is not an elaborated theory 

of class consumption of foods, although Calva (1988) and 
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Cockcroft (1990) have advanced some basic elements by 

examining working class consumption, and the politics of class 

in Mexico, respectively. Cockcroft maintains that the source 

of Mexico's economic crisis lies in capitalist penetration and 

the "nature of capitalist production," which has created the 

conditions for the "immiseration" of many Mexicans. These 

conditions set the stage for a deep-rooted class struggle 

between "capitalist owners" (imperialist interests, state and 

the bourgeoisie) and the proletarians, a class that includes 

peasants, workers, underemployed, unemployed and the lower 

middle class (Cockcroft 1990:190, 227-236). 

Low consumption rates emerge from the conditions of topes 

salariales (salary caps) imposed by the Mexican bourgeoisie on 

workers and low-income groups, who in turn carry the burden of 

renewed accumulation of capital (Cockcroft 1980:260). This 

creates a socioeconomic context of class separation in basic 

food consumption. Workers and the poor spend more than 60 

percent of their earnings on food, and even then they may have 

not enough to cover the basics of a proper diet. In the end, 

there are observable events that support the idea of a growing 

polarization of classes in terms of their incomes and 

earnings, as well as in their reproductive consumption 

capabilities. This trend contradicts some naive predictions 

(i. e., Granatos & Mostkoff 1990: 113) about the "harmonic" 

development of class structure in Mexico. 
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Bourges (1981), in turn, has classified the Mexican diet 

by three class divisions. The diets are: 1) the diet of the 

marginal class; 2) the diet of the proletarian; and 3) the 

diet of the urban middle and upper classes. 

The marginal class diet, the norm for 30 percent of 

Mexicans, has nutritional deficits in kilocalories, vitamins, 

and iron, and insufficient protein levels. Most of the foods 

are of vegetal origin; animal products are almost absent 

(Bourges 1981:24-5). Bourges claims that about 50 percent of 

the population sUbsists on the proletarian diet. In addition 

to the corn-bean base, this diet includes an improved 

consumption of animal products, wheat, rice, vegetables and 

fruits, depending on the region. This proletarian diet 

provides foods that may sustain "adequate" nutrition, but can 

result in mild undernutrition. Finally, the urban middle class 

along with the elites have a diet that is above the minimum 

required for proper nutrition. Some 20 percent of the 

population is able to enjoy this diet, and about one-fourth of 

this privileged class not only eats enough food but eats such 

excessive amounts their health may be compromised (Bourges 

1981). 

The panorama of food conditions in Mexico during the late 

seventies and eighties is one of decreased food consumption 

following class lines. Those of the working class (workers, 

peasants, and the poor), confronted with their decreasing 
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purchasing power, have had no other choice but to decrease 

their food intake. This trend has also affected the middle 

class, since there is some evidence that households of this 

class may have been subjected, during the course of the 1980s 

economic crisis to a process of proletarianization. The 

results of this research will demonstrate if indeed this was 

the case. 
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CHAPTER 3 

HISTORY OF NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

A complete historical review of Mexican national 

development ideally would address the colonial regime of New 

Spain (1521-1810), and the turbulent period of independence 

during the nineteenth century. Such a task is beyond the scope 

of this dissertation. Rather, I will review key historical 

developments associated with the Mexican Revolution of 1910 

and its aftermath. These developments generated the basic 

social conditions which in turn shaped both the contemporary 

class structure and the Mexican state. 

Porfiriato and the Mexican Revolution (1876-1917) 

The country developed a solid national economy during the 

latter part of the eighteenth century under the strong hand of 

dictator Porfirio Dlaz, who remained in power for 35 years 

(1876-1911), until ousted by the revolutionaries (Coatsworth 

1979; Cockcroft 1990). During the Dlaz regime, changes in the 

legal framework for capital development (in the legal 

constitution of companies, the more flexible regulation of the 

banking system and foreign trade, as well as fiscal policies) 

established the basis for a new approach to economic 

development. This new approach involved the building of a 

large transportation network, including highways and railroads 

that were needed to overcome historical obstacles to economic 
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development (cf. Coatsworth 1979). 

If the Porfiriato was important in setting the groundwork 

for the new economic stage which would ultimately displace it, 

the Mexican revolution of 1910 was the sociopolitical 

condition which would define the contemporary class structure 

in Mexico (Cordova 1979; Gilly 1979; Knight 1985). Wolf 

indicates that the Mexican revolution was the final clash 

between the two main social segments (i.e. Indian population 

and spanish conquerors) resulting from the Conquest of Mexico 

and which were interconnected in a system of Indian labor 

exploitation by haciendas controlled mostly by an European 

capitalist elite (Wolf 1969; Greenberg 1989). The revolution, 

according to Wolf, was a surge of general discontent 

integrated in diverse movements fighting for their own agendas 

without an overarching leadership. Greenberg, in turn, sees 

the revolution as an inevitable class clash given the unequal 

conditions promoted under the Porfiriato. "By 1910 some 3,000 

families had come to own more than half the land in the 

country, while 90 percent of Mexico's population had become 

landless peasants living in miserable peonage" (Greenberg 

1989:22). Madero's call for the overthrow of the Dlaz regime 

was well received by many social sectors, specially in rural 

areas. 

But the revolution has deeper roots in previous class 

confrontations. Semo has proposed a model of three bourgeois 
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revolutions in Mexico: the independence, the War of Reform, 

and the revolution of 1910 (Semo 1979). This cycle of three 

revolutions by the Mexican bourgeoisie began in 1810 and ended 

by 1940 with Cardenas' administration, which helped establish 

some of the main popular ideals of the 1910 revolution (Semo 

1979:139). The first revolution, for independence, was 

launched to gain independence from Spain and to destroy the 

social caste structure. Goals of the revolution of Reform were 

to establish private ownership, and therefore eliminate the 

corporate holdings of the Catholic Church and the Indian 

communities in Mexico (see also Greenberg 1989:21). The 1910 

revolution was an attempt to alter the direction of the 

capitalism developed under the Porfiriato. Semo's own words, 

Lo que p1antea 1a revo1uci6n de. 1910 es un 
desarrollo del capita1ismo de otro tipo. Los 
representantes fundamenta1es de esta concepci6n son 
los sectores de 1a burguesla media agraria, cuya 
expresi6n po1ltica sera despues e1 grupo de Sonora, 
que se aduefia del poder en e1 pals durante los afios 
veinte y que expresa, a pesar de su caracter local, 
los intereses y las caracterlsticas de una 
burguesla agraria notab1emente desarro11ada a fines 
del sig10 XIX, y con 1a aspiraci6n de transformarse 
en una gran burguesla, dominar e1 Estado y dar1e 
una orientaci6n diferente (Semo 1979:141). 

Semo maintains that it was an "agrarian" bourgeoisie that 

took over the state, not the industrial bourgeoisie as other 

authors suggest. It was only after 1940 that the 

urban/industrial capitalist bourgeoisie grew in importance. 

In any case, the third revolution in 1910 originated in 

and was fought by peasant masses who were unwilling to 
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tolerate abject exploitation and their want of legal 

entitlement/access to land (Gilly 1979; Semo 1979). However, 

the peasant communities were involved in many ways that were 

conditioned by the actual composition of local and regional 

forces (see, for example, the case of the two communities 

discussed in the works of Nugent 1989; Greenberg 1989). 

Gilly (1979) argues that the revolution has its roots in 

peasant's concern over land. At the same time, the revolution 

was a bourgeois battle for political power and to open 

opportunities for the new breed of capitalist elite (the 

family of the revolutionary leader Madero was among them) 

against the old oligarchy based on ownership of large tracts 

of land (Gilly 1979; Wolf 1969). 

The outcome of the 1910 revolution produced most of the 

existing social classes in Mexico, by amputating the 

hacendados (a class based on the control of large land 

estates), the large exporters, and the old army. But class 

relations in the post-revolution era would undergo yet further 

transformations under the new bourgeois elite who took control 

of the state, and used their power as a lever in their 

strategy of capital accumulation and political rule (Gilly 

1979:38-43; Cockroft 1990). 

Arnaldo Cordova (1979) presents a similar argument in his 

interpretation of the Mexican revolution. However, he places 

a heavier emphasis on the revolutionary role of the growing 
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urban growing proletariat and liberal middle classes. But he 

affirms that in the end the Mexican revolution was a bourgeois 

revolution which took political control of the post

revolutionary state, even though the peasant and the 

proletarian masses were its motor (Cordova 1979; see also Semo 

1979; Knight 1985; Cockroft 1990). The industrial-urban 

bourgeoisie did not have the power to carry the revolution 

alone, it was accomplished by the Mexican people across the 

country. But, in turn, the people did not have a big enough 

stronghold in the political arena to imprint their full ideals 

for a new state on the nation. The outcome of the revolution 

was, then, under the control of the bourgeoisie, who 

recognized the need to mediate and channel the demands of the 

large peasant and proletarian segments. The bourgeoisie also 

recognized the need to integrate segments of the middle class 

in the new state bureaucracy (Cordova 1979; Wolf 1969; Carmona 

1982). The integration of the masses into the state (the 

organization of the popular, peasant and working sectors) in 

order to fulfill some basic demands gave the Mexican state 

solid political support and thus a broad base of legitimacy 

after the revolution (Cordova 1979; Pereyra 1982; Cockcroft 

1990). 

For the peasants and urban proletariat, the outcome of 

the revolution was neither a clear victory or a total defeat. 

They did not control the state, but they got a number of 
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reforms that helped them to become more integrated into the 

new national economic fabric under the leadership of the 

bourgeoisie (Gilly 1979; Cordova 1979; Carmona 1982; Cockroft 

1990). 



90 

The Mexican state that Emerged from the Revolution 

The revolution generated a new state integrated with a 

nascent bourgeoisie. But this state was also an old state, 

given that the capitalist state was born with the Porfiriato 

towards the end of 19th century. Meyer believes that "the 

Mexican Revolution is not a negation of the political past but 

rather an impressive step forward in the modernization of the 

Mexican authoritarian state" (Meyer 1977:19). 

At any rate, given the class constitution of the 

bourgeois state, the state is the key lever in the overall 

process of capital accumulation in Mexico (Gilly 1979:43; see 

also Alonso 1976; Semo 1979; Labra 1982; Cypher 1990). Gilly 

has concluded that 

Sin que pueda caber la menor duda, 10 que surge de 
la Constitucion de 1917, por las relaciones de 
propiedad que esta sanciona y preserva, es una 
republica burguesa, un Estado burgues. Esto en 10 
que se refiere al caracter de clase del Estado: 
este caracter no puede sino definirse con el nombre 
de la clase dominante a cuyos intereses sirve 
fundamentalmente --no exclusi vamente-- el Estado 
(Gilly 1979:47). 

The national state is not the government itself, although 

in Mexico the government is an extremely important piece of 

the whole apparatus. The state machinery includes the three 

branches of the government, the ruling party with the three 

sectors (peasant, workers and popular), and the ruling class. 

Government, party and bourgeoisie together conform the core of 

state (Cordova 1972; Gilly 1979; Labra 1982; Pereyra 1982; 
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Leff 1982). The state is indeed more than social institutions 

and agencies, it is more than a "thing"; it constitutes the 

body of social relations, political power and legitimacy, and 

serves as the guardian of the social order and arbitrator of 

class relations (cf. Gilly 1979; Cordova 1979; Nugent 1989). 

The regime that came from the revolution, according to 

Cordova (1972), has three main characteristics: 1) a "politics 

of the masses," i. e., the satisfaction of some popular demands 

and the organization of class segments as sectors in a 

corporative political system of the ruling party; 2) 

authoritarianism and paternalism in the executive branch of 

the government with a strong president at the apex; and 3) an 

economic program explicitly geared to promote capitalist 

development in the country. 

Aguilar and Carmona, 

post-revolutionary state, 

in their analysis of the Mexican 

suggest that Mexico has been 

characterized by "state monopoly capitalism," where there is 

a co-mingling of private monopolies with the state in order to 

maintain the social conditions that have allowed capitalist 

accumulation to thrive (Aguilar 1983:10; Carmona 1982). 

This "state monopoly capitalism" model identifies the 

class in control of the state (the bourgeoisie), and its 

economic program (capitalist development). It attempts to go 

beyond the official description of the Mexican state as 

representative of all classes, a state that stays above any 
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particular class affiliation (Carmona 1982; Aguilar 1983; 

Cypher 1990). The official discourse stresses that the basis 

for the state's economic actions is in the constitution. 

Petriciolli, a high ranking official in the economic cabinet 

in the eighties, indicated that the state had a constitutional 

mandate to intervene in national economic matters in many 

forms, including as a public industry and in the regulation 

of the national economy (Petriciolli 1988:842). The result of 

this economic intervention, following the official discourse, 

is a "mixed economy" (Le., private and public sector co

participation), where the state promotes the development of 

pri vate business, and provides basic infrastructure and a 

favorable economic context (finances, monetary system, fiscal 

incentives). The state fully participates as a business 

corporation that controls hundreds of para-state companies 

(cf. Petriciolli 1988; Labra 1982; Aguilar 1983; Cypher 1990). 

Two other important areas of state intervention are the 

setting of legal minimum wages and of prices of basic 

commodities in the market. 

This picture, then, portrays a strong state that controls 

critical sectors of the economy, and that heavily intervenes 

in other national economic matters (cf. Wilkie 1974; Cockcroft 

1990; and Cypher 1990). 

Paoli summarizes the main elements that by 1940 comprised 

the Mexican state: civil presidency, a state party, promotion 
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and control of mass popular organizations, and broad state 

intervention in the promotion of the economy, culture and the 

organization of civil society (Paoli 1985:43). 

Cypher believes that it is difficult to categorize the 

Mexican state according to one single theory, and resorts to 

a combination of three explanations in his analysis. He argues 

that the "unpredictability of the economic system" requires a 

set of complementary explanations. He states, 

..• the state itself has no constant composition in 
terms of its degree of autonomy or instrumentality 
or in terms of the precise manner in which it 
intertwines with the accumulation process. As the 
latter is subjected to a greater or lesser degree 
of stress, as the process of socioeconomic 
reproduction varies in terms of difficulty in time 
and place, the state is forced to respond (Cypher 
1990:35-6). 

This means that the state has some degree of autonomy and 

reacts in ways that are not mechanical, although the 

capitalist nature of the Mexican state is beyond any doubt. 

According to Cypher, the state went through three main stages 

of development after the revolution: a national populist state 

(before 1940, particularly the government under Cardenas), a 

capital-rentist state (1940-1982) and a neoliberal state 

(after 1982). 

I want to close this section with a reference to 

Cockcroft. He postulates that a second wave of modernization 

of capitalist production and concomitant patterns of class 

struggle in Mexico took place after the 1940s (the first wave 
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developed from 1880 to 1940). Cockcroft recognizes not only 

the bourgeois class roots of the modern Mexican state, but 

also identifies the state's critical role in the development 

of social classes. I quote, 

Throughout this period, the state played a larger 
and more complex role than it had in the "robber 
baron" days of the Porfiriato. The state not only 
regulated labor (and to a less degree capital), but 
it also helped create classes or class segments, 
shaped or condi tioned the class structure, and 
affected class attitudes. Mexico's social 
classes and groups grew, declined, prospered, or 
suffered in relation to the various programs of the 
capitalist state. The state thus acted as an 
important agent of class formation or 
transformation" (Cockcroft 1990:186-7). 

A comprehensive discussion of all the various 

interpretations and analyses of the Mexican state would be an 

extensive enterprise requiring several volumes. Here, I just 

want to outline its basic characteristics and its 

transformation after the revolution of 1910. 

The Mexican Constitution of 1917 is a symbol that marks 

the end of the revolutionary war. It also signals a new epoch 

in Mexican politics, where violent confrontation would give 

way to a political struggle between factions attempting to 

control the state. A definitive social structure of post-

revolutionary Mexico was still far from being established, and 

would take more two decades to consolidate finally during the 

Cardenas administration (Wolf 1969; Semo 1979; Knight 1985). 

By then, the revolution had given shape to an 

"operationalized" Mexican state (cf. Nugent 1989:225). 
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During the first decade after 1917, the revolutionary 

armies and their leaders began a process of conflict and 

division that had some violent aspects in the assassinations 

of three of the original leaders of the popular revolution: 

Zapata in 1919, Villa in 1923, and Obregon in 1928 (Cockcroft 

1990:110; Semo 1979:146). 

Carmona believes that the revolution was completed and 

stabilized by 1927 when the legal and constitutional bases of 

state were re-structured. Such reorganization invol ved the 

overhaul of the government system, the army and the political 

system, along with a new legal framework for the banking 

system, a re-definition of the agrarian structure and the 

relationships between employers and workers, and the 

development of a new national educational system (Carmona 

1982:25). 

Paoli, in turn, has identified two periods in the 

formation of the post-revolutionary state. The first phase 

lasted from 1917 to 1928 and ended with the presidency of 

Calles. This phase has a few basic themes: the elimination of 

other political factions; the reconstruction of the country 

and the building of infrastructure; and the explicit openness 

of the state about its power of intervention in the national 

economy and its role as mediator between social classes (Paoli 

1985:30-ff). This phase (1917-1928) also witnesses the 

organization of social institutions, like the establishment of 
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official unions to channel the popular demands of workers and 

peasants. These unions included the Confederaci6n de 

Trabajadores de Mexico and the Confederaci6n General de 

Obreros y Campesinos de Mexico, as well as the official 

Confederaci6n Nacional campesina, which were integrated as key 

sectors in the nascent Party of the National Revolution, PRI's 

predecessor founded in 1929 (Pereyra 1982; Leff 1982). Such 

institutions served the state as a broad source of power and 

provided legitimate channels to answer real needs of large 

sectors of the population (land, health, education, and 

political participation). 

In Paoli's (1985) second phase, the institutionalization 

of the revolution in Mexican society was cemented by the 

growth of its corporative bases. The second phase of state 

formation lasted through the difficult times of the depression 

from 1929-1933, and then went through a nationalist drive, 

under the leadership of Cardenas, to expropriate land, oil, 

railroads, and urban services (Carmona 1982:25). 
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From Cardenas to Aleman (1934-1958) 

with Cardenas, Mexico begins a final major re-structuring 

of classes and their relationship with the Mexican state. The 

condi tions leading to the Cardenas administration had the 

features of a major crisis, exasperated by among other things 

the termination of agrarian reform in 1929, which left a large 

sector of the peasant population without promised lands; and 

unemployment aggravated by the recession years of the early 

thirties and the forced repatriation of some 200,000 Mexican 

workers from the u.s. (Montes de Oca 1977:49). Cardenas was 

able to control the growing popular unrest by responding to 

demands for land with an agrarian reform organized around the 

ejido system, as well as generating labor legislation that 

favored the workers, along with the political participation of 

the peasant (CNC) and worker (CTM) organizations as two main 

ranks of the official party (Wolf 1969; C6rdova 1972; Montes 

de Oca 1977; Paoli 1985; Hamilton 1986a). 

Hamilton (quoting Wilkie 1967) describes the national 

situation for the Cardenas administration: 

Cardenas and other government leaders explicitly 
recognized the class conflict inherent in the 
capitalist system, and projected the transformation 
of the system into a workers' democracy, in which 
workers would control the means of production, as 
an ultimate goal of the Mexican revolution ••• This 
second conceptualization of the autonomous state-
nationalist and anti-imperialist, operating within 
the constraints of the capitalist system, 
recognizing the class conflict inherent in such 
system and intervening on behalf of dominated 
groups-- is evidenced in various speeches of 



Cardenas as candidate and as president (Hamilton 
1986a:76). 
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The state is embedded with multiple contradictions that 

are apparent in the conflicting views and needs of the 

capitalist economy and the Mexican working class. There were, 

therefore, some inherent limitations to a reform strategy that 

favored the peasant/workers in Mexico. 

Land was actually distributed and haciendas were 

dismantled. Some 17 million acres had been distributed before 

the Cardenas administration. During Cardenas' tenure, this 

figure approached 41 million (Wolf 1969). The nationalist 

stance also fueled the expropriation of the oil industry and 

control of foreign investments in critical areas of the 

economy (Le., railroads, and electricity). The opening of new 

channels for popular political participation was another 

feature of the Cardenas regime. 

Cardenas' reform efforts faced a number of problems. 

Improved wages were diluted by a parallel rise in consumer 

prices. Lack of capital to implement reforms, open conflict 

with capitalist groups, and the burden of an administrative 

bureaucracy that pursued its own interests were among the 

critical obstacles that halted reform. Hamilton uses the 

following words to describe the situation: 

The basic contradiction inherent in the 
conceptualization of the autonomous state operating 
within a system of capitalist production relations 
resides in the attempted segregation of political 
power from economic power. While the capitalist 



class is relatively weak, the state may be able to 
operate with relative autonomy; in the absence of 
direct state control over the means of production, 
however, state autonomy is transitional, and power 
over the state eventually passes to the 
economically dominant class (Hamilton 1986a:93). 
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Cardenas was able to get his way in land reform, class 

mobilization, and political reform as long as he remained in 

power. However, once he stepped down, the following 

administration gave a priority status to capitalist interests. 

Cardenas' successors not only abandoned his "revolutionary 

methods and socialist policies" (Greenberg 1989: 97), but some 

suggest that the policies enacted by the following two 

presidential periods resulted in an "agrarian counter-reform" 

(Montes de Oca 1977:53). 

During Avila Camacho's administration, land reform was 

considered a risk and was dismissed. Instead, the government 

concentrated financial resources, fiscal incentives and other 

programs to protect and promote capitalist growth. with 

president Aleman, "capital formation was further encouraged, 

partly through regressive wage policies. Although prices 

increased 10 percent annually, wages were held down" (Hamilton 

1986a:96). This practice of implementing a policy of 

regressive wages has been, since then, a recurrent strategy to 

foster capital accumulation in Mexico (see Chapter 3 for more 

details on current regressive wage trends). 

After Cardenas, rural sectors (except for agribusiness) 

were gradually moved to a secondary rank in the global 



100 

economic strategy. They were subordinated to the needs of 

industrial and commercial centers located in fast growing 

urban areas. The urban working class made up mostly of recent 

immigrants from the countryside grew steadily in number and 

importance. It now constitutes a national proletariat. The 

informal sector also arose as a significant economic arena for 

large marginal populations in the cities (Alonso 1976; Gilly 

1979; Cockcroft 1990). 

The middle class, located mainly in cities and associated 

with professional activities, commerce, and services, and the 

large bureaucracy of the federal government began to expand 

rapidly at this time (Cockroft 1990; Granato & Mostkoff 1990) • 

The bourgeoisie was transformed by new protagonists, 

among them representatives of important foreign industrial 

capital and the national bourgeoisie now organized in 

"chambers" that represent diverse sectors (like COPARMEX, the 

association of employers, and the CNIT, which represents 

industrial capitalists) , merchants, and high ranking 

government and army officials (Alonso 1976; Weinert 1977; 

Hamilton 1986b; Cockcroft 1990; Cypher 1990). 

Despite the highly nationalist rhetoric of presidents 

after the revolution, the role played by foreign capital 

increased steadily after 1950. The two main forms of 

intervention are direct foreign investments in production 

enterprises, and indirect participation through significant 
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loans to the private sector (Weinert 1977; Purcell 1977; 

Wilkie 1990; Cypher 1990). These two factors increased the 

stake of foreign capital in the Mexican economy. Weinert notes 

that by 1961, foreign capital had a combined participation in 

the GNP equivalent to 16 percent, by 1975 it had reached a 

share of 27 percent, plus another 18 percent that came in the 

form of direct imports (Weinert 1977:112). Most direct 

investment by foreign capital was channeled to the industrial 

sector, where the foreign share rose from 7 percent in 1940 to 

26 percent in 1950, to 56 percent in 1960, to 74 percent by 

1970. Only a small part of foreign capital went to commerce 

(16 percent in 1970), while the participation in other sectors 

(mining, electric, transportation) was almost non-existent 

given heavy government regulations (Weinert 1977:114). 

Besides heavy direct investment in industrial ventures, 

foreign capital in the form of loans became an integral part 

of national capital. The state acted again as direct 

participant through the large number of parastatal companies, 

as well as through its role as regulator and promotor. 

The Mexican private sector borrowed from many sources 

including an important percentage from abroad. Government 

parastatal companies competed with the private sector for 

loans, creating higher interest rates. However, the government 

also implemented measures that provided subsidies to help 

repay private sector loans. Wilkie (1990:140) has provided a 
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list of the multiple factors involved in developing the huge 

debt in Mexico. These include fiscal policy, central bank 

control of credit, monetary policy, balance of payments in 

foreign trade, growing public expending, infrastructure 

investment and subsidies to private sectors, and excessive 

corruption. Wilkie had previously pointed to another key 

factor in controlling public expenditures: budgetary chaos, 

poor planning, and lack of executive accountability to any 

social sector (Wilkie 1974). All this resulted in a pattern 

that Wilkie calls "borrowing as revenue" (1990). 

Central government borrowing was at 4.5 percent of the 

Gross Total Revenue (GTR) during the Cardenas administration. 

During the 1940s and until to 1958 it stabilized around 10 

percent. When Lopez Mateos came to power and set a new mark 

for borrowing, it rose to a 30 percent share of the GTR, which 

was maintained by Diaz Ordaz and Echeverria. This was already 

a pretty risky business given the implications of capital 

repayment, servicing debt (paying interests), and the 

associated power that such leverage granted to international 

capital. The ultra-nationalist politicians were indeed opening 

the door to powerful contingents of extra-national economic 

interests. The situation took dramatic proportions with the 

oil boom. Lopez Portillo believed that the country had nothing 

to loose from borrowing as much as 40 percent of the GTRj it 

would be paid back later (Wilkie 1990). An economic crisis was 
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around the corner, with the full bill from abroad to be 

delivered via the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

According to Wilkie (1974:108), during the period from 

1947 to 1968 revenue obtained from taxes and borrowing was 

spent in multiple economic undertakings (40%-50%), social 

programs (13%-21%), and governmental administrative costs (33% 

to 41%). It is clear that most expenditures were for building 

infrastructure, developing parastata1 corporations, and 

supporting the expansion of both local and foreign capital 

enterprises in the country. 

From 1940, Mexican economic policy stressed not only the 

construction of infrastructure, but also the cheap provision 

of electricity, oil and water to industrial centers and, to a 

minor extent, to agribusiness (Go11as 1982). 

La po11tica economica se dirigio a asegurar a 1a 
industria incipiente ganancias e1evadas , y a crear 
un mercado donde los precios de los factores 
trabajo y capital las hicieran posib1es. Esta 
po11tica se sustento en 1a proteccion 
indiscriminada a 1a industria nacional de la 
competencia exterior, en po11ticas fisca1es 
favorab1es, en solo permitir aumentos reducidos en 
los sa1arios rea1es .•• (Gol1as 1982:179). 

The strategy of supporting the industrial and agro-

industrial bourgeoisie (national and foreign capital), was 

guided by a global policy of import sUbstitution that began in 

the forties, a protectionist approach to create capti ve 

markets for national industry. National savings helped finance 

the credit needed to foster growth through the mid-fifties, 
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after which point foreign credit lines were used more heavily 

by the public sector (Gollas 1982). 

Cypher designates the period from 1940 to the early 1980s 

as the "capitalist-rentier state" (Cypher 1990). Cypher 

subdivides the state's economic policy into three phases: 1) 

the war period under the administration of Avila Camacho; 2) 

the agricultural boom years (1946-55); and 3) stabilizing 

development (1958-1970). 

Following cypher, the period of industrialization began 

during the boom of the agriculture and the exports of raw 

materials (minerals and other items like textiles). Public 

funds were heavily directed towards an agricultural 

infrastructure that not only benefitted large agribusiness 

(Cypher 1990), but also rewarded generals and caudillos who 

exercised control over land and people in rural regions 

(Purcell 1977). This trend would intensify and produce results 

with an agricultural boom during the administration of Aleman 

and Ruiz cortines. with Aleman, economic policy was 

"redirected toward infrastructural programs that supported the 

central project of accumulation-capitalist export-based 

agriculture" (Cypher 1990:55). 

World War II produced the conditions that were the main 

push towards industrialization in the 1940s. Since world 

industrial centers were focused on war industries, local 

manufactures had little competition for their products. After 
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the war, protectionist policies helped maintain those 

industries in place (cf. Enriquez 1988; Cypher 1990). 

The industrialization of the 1940s and early 1950s 

produced a number of internal imbalances (sectorial 

disequilibrium, expansi ve monetary policy, and price 

structures) as well as external ones (large imports of 

intermediate and capital products, in spite of larger local 

production of final consumer goods), which resulted in high 

inflation rates and two serious devaluations of the peso 

against the dollar in 1948-49 and 1954 (cf. Villareal 1977 & 

1988; Purcell 1977; Paoli 1985; Enriquez 1988; Solis 1988; 

Cypher 1990). The political price of those cycles of 

inflation-devaluation-inflation were no longer acceptable; a 

new economic policy was needed (Enriquez 1988). 
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The Years of stabilizing Development (1958-1970) 

During the period of stabilizing development, economic 

policy had a number of goals: price stability or inflation 

control, monetary and macroeconomic balance, economic growth, 

and deflation of political pressures coming from inflation

related dynamics. ortiz Mena, the secretary of treasury for 

two consecutive terms (1958-70), was the principal force 

behind this policy. Although macroeconomic adjustment and 

economic growth were obtained, a number of important factors 

came into play: a larger flow of foreign capital into direct 

investments, a larger public borrowing from the international 

money market, and the consolidation of the capitalist-rentier 

state as a form of state monopoly capitalism (Cypher 1990; 

Enriquez 1988; Aguilar 1983). It was assumed that high rates 

of investment would cause an expansion of the economy, which 

in turn would pay the debt and interests. This model required 

a better-trained labor force, a new dynamic 

entrepreneur/manager class that would develop new production 

standards and indigenous technological change to produce 

intermediate and capital goods, as well as a constant 

improvement of wages to foster a consumer market. But Mexico 

was unable to achieve those objectives (Cypher 1990:63). The 

country ended up with an escalating dependence on foreign 

finances, industry, commerce and technology (Enriquez 1988; 

Hamilton 1986b). 
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The "rentier ethos was to appropriate but not to produce 

wealth. A capitalist state engaged in two functions: 

accumulation and legitimation" (Cypher 1990:67). Such a state 

is directly involved in the production process as proprietor, 

participates in capital accumulation, and helps to maintain a 

steady rate of profit, to balance production/consumption and 

regional/sectorial disequilibriums, and to transfer economic 

resources to the private sector in multiple forms (Cypher 

1990:34). 

However, the rate of profit fell up to 25 percent during 

this period of stabilizing development (Cypher 1990:65, 84). 

The combination of overcapitalization (i.e., chronic excess 

capacity) with underconsumption (given the depressed wages), 

and the decrease of agricultural output of staples, led to a 

need for expensive food imports, which translated into higher 

reproduction costs, even for sUbsistence wages. 

While under these policies, economic growth and 

macroeconomic stability were achieved, social development was 

neglected, causing unequal distribution of income and the 

distortion of the employment market (Villareal 1977 & 1988; 

Solis 1988; Enriquez 1988; Cypher 1990; Cockcroft 1990). By 

the end of the 1960s, the lack of attention to social welfare, 

poor living standards, unemployment and other problems had 

provoked much political turmoil. 

The roots of the confrontation between classes that began 
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with the industrialization through import sUbstitution and 

continued during the period of stabilizing development were 

the cheap wages at or below the sUbsistence level. These low 

wages permitted capital accumulation at the expense of the 

workers. Cockcroft has pointed out that workers' wages peaked 

in 1939, then plunged during the forties and fifties, to 

recover their 1939 value only by 1968, and then rising 40 

percent by 1974 (1990:222; Purcell 197'7). But the overall 

pattern is one of capital accumulation based on low wages 

(Pereyra 1982; Gollas 1982; Enriquez 1988; Cockcroft 1986 & 

1990; Cypher 1990). 

Alonso (1976) shows that the pattern of inflation and 

erosion of buying power was evident even before 1940. During 

the late twenties, conflict between workers and employers 

arose because of salary problems; inflation had grown at 300 

percent rate, while salaries increased only 100 percent 

(p199). According to Alonso, the years of 1929, 1932-33, 1937 

and 1938 were characterized by wages lagging behind price 

increases, well below the sUbsistence level (Alonso 1976:200-

1, 239). 

It was, however, during the administration of Avila 

Camacho, in the forties, that an explicit policy of wage 

control became a part of the overall economic strategy to 

promote capital accumulation (Cypher 1990:42). with Aleman, 

the regressive pressure on wages within the overall cycle of 
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inflation-devaluation was clearly evident (Hamilton 1986a: 96) • 

By the end of period of stabilizing growth, the Mexican 

class structure had taken solid shape: 

By 1970, the basic trends of class formation under 
conditions of the consolidation of dependent state 
monopoly-capi tal ism were already established. These 
trends included the proletarianization of the 
peasantry, as well as "re-peasantization"; labor 
exploitation in diverse forms, including 
proletarianization of the traditional petty 
bourgeoisie; a growing overlap between different 
fractions of the large-scale bourgeoisie; the 
growth of intermediate classes; the development of 
a sizable industrial proletariat, some of it 
unionized and most of it low paid, along with 
atomization of the working class as a whole; and 
the immiseration of the majority of the population, 
many of whom migrated to the major cities 
(Cockcroft 1990:187). 

The beginning of a new decade, the seventies, witnessed 

a deepening polarization of income and wealth to levels 

similar to those in 1910 (Ibid). 



110 

Shared Development (1970-1976) 

Echeverr ia' s new administration (1970-76) would introduce 

a new approach to deal with discontents and social 

inequalities: desarrollo compartido (shared development) that 

explicitly made efforts to bring some kind of balance to the 

polarization of wealth among social classes (Villareal 1977; 

Solis 1988). But conditions for a real change were not met. By 

the end of the Echeverria administration a new devaluation of 

the peso capped a period characterized by high rates of 

inflation, continued external dependency, decline in the GDP 

growth, continued government deficit spending and indebtness, 

lagging agricultural production of basic products, capital 

flight, and persistence of unemployment and underemployment 

(Enriquez 1988; Padilla 1981; Villareal 1977). There were also 

conflicts with the economic elite. In 1972 the bourgeoisie 

demonstrated their power by rejecting a new system of 

taxation, forcing the government to resort to heavy foreign 

borrowing both to finance economic development and to provide 

basic social services (Enriquez 1988; INEGI 1985; Wilkie 

1990). As a result, public sector external debt increased by 

more than 300 percent during the Echeverria administration 

(INEGI1985:645). 

Cypher observes that, in spite of all these problems, the 

Echeverria administration generated some degree of social 

services like housing, health, education which improved the 
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life of the working class. Cypher holds that even though 

inflation eroded some gains in wages, wages did increase at 

the expense of capitalist profits (Cypher 1990:89-90). Cypher 

may be right, since a look at inflation and salary increases 

shows that wages increased by 119.4 percent, while inflation 

reached 94 percent during this administration (NAFINSA 

1988:63; Trigueros 1989:396). 

However, Enriquez believes that working class salaries 

and middle class living standards eventually suffered from the 

policies of desarrollo compartido (Enriquez 1988). Hellman has 

also noted that "despite the economic reforms designed to 

redistribute wealth in Mexico, the trend toward higher profits 

for entrepreneurs and concentration of wealth in the hands of 

a few continued unchecked under Echeverria" (Hellman 

1983:198). 

cockcroft, in turn, argues that recovery measures imposed 

by the IMF after the 1976 devaluation of the peso were to 

induce capital accumulation by letting prices move ahead of 

wages by means of an inflationary process (Cockcroft 

1986:249). If inflation with Echeverria increased at a yearly 

average of 16 percent, with Lopez Portillo the average was 36 

percent, and with De la Madrid reached 87 percent. The two 

last periods show clear signs of hyperinflation, with some 

particular years reaching or passing the 100 percent mark 

(Trigueros 1989; NAFINSA 1988; Guillen Romo 1990). 



112 

CHAPTER 4 

THE MEXICAN ECONOMY AND FOOD POLICIES (1976-1988) 

This chapter outlines the economic development policies 

enacted during the administrations of Lopez Portillo (1976-

1982), and De la Madrid (1982-1988). Their policies set the 

immediate conditions under which households were living when 

we took our samples in Mexico City. 

The second section describes the recent history of the 

urban growth taking place in Mexico City, and a final section 

details the elements involved in two major food programs 

launched during this period. 

The Administrations of Lopez Portillo 

and De la Madrid (1976-1988) 

Lopez Portillo's economic policy continued in the same 

development path set by the previous administrations, however, 

with closer supervision by the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) The period of 1976-1982 began with an attempt ,to reduce 

government spending and borrowing (Hamilton 1986b). It ended 

with greater expenditures and larger debt. Lopez Portillo's 

administration attempted to reconcile the conflict with the 

elite by implementing the program Alliance for Production. The 

effort did not work and the administration ended in an even 

more serious clash that resulted in capital flight and the 

nationalization of the banks. In light of the loss of salary 
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purchasing power, the government attempted some corrections 

using its oil revenues, but it could not overcome the trend 

towards a salary depression (Davila 1983; Ayala & Ruiz 1986; 

Cypher 1990). 

After the 1976 devaluations in which the peso lost 100 

percent of its value, the government had to negotiate with the 

IMF. The IMF demanded cuts in public spending and welfare 

programs, control of salary structure (topes salariales), and 

the freeing of the peso's exchange rate from tight official 

control (Cockcroft 1990:259; Davila 1983). Again, all of the 

previous factors helped to create favorable conditions for 

monopoly capital. 

The administration of Lopez Portillo had three phases 

which shaped the direction of economic policy: the austerity 

of 1976-1978, the oil bonanza of 1979-1981, and the economic 

crisis of 1981-1982 (Davila 1983). The first phase began when 

the IMF policies of wage control and cuts in public budget 

took full effect. The economic crisis was the most severe in 

35 years, marked by price speculation, imbalances in the 

productive plant, and devaluations from September 1976 to 

January 1977 which created conditions of social unrest among 

the working and middle classes (Davila 1983:759). Cockcroft 

notes that during 1976, half a million workers were fired and 

3,000 small and medium firms closed in the capital alone 

(1990:259). News of huge oil reserves had some positive impact 
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on the economy in 1977, but it was not until 1978 that the 

full effects of the oil revenues swept the national economy. 

During the second phase, the "petrolization of the 

development model" (Hamilton 1986b:153) , oil production 

reached 1.2 million barrels per day, producing large revenues. 

Moneys from the oil boom were the main engine behind robust 

economic growth from 1978 to 1981 (8 percent growth according 

to Hamilton 1986b). Although the new wealth resulted in 

dropping the constraints on public sector expenditures, the 

topes salariales remained in place. 

Agricultural production, however, was not enough to cover 

the demand of basic foods which now had to be imported in 

greater amounts, particularly in 1979, which was a poor 

agricultural year. Even though four million new jobs were 

created during the boom, significantly reducing unemployment 

and underemployment, the pattern of unequal income 

distribution did not change (Hamilton 1986b: 154) • More foreign 

dependency on capital, technology, capital goods, foodstuffs, 

along with large investments in the oil industry contributed 

to create a huge combined debt (private and public) that in 

1980 reached 40 billion dollars and by 1982 had doubled 

(idem). The public sector debt alone went from 4.2 billion in 

1970 to 19.6 billion in 1976, 33.8 billion in 1980, and 58.8 

billion by the end of the sexenio in 1982 (INEGI 1982:645). 

The public deficit in December 1982 was at 18 percent of the 
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GOP (INEGI 1982:621). An average of 40 percent of the public 

sector expenditures was financed by borrowing, while only 23 

percent came from tax revenue (Wilkie 1990:150). 

Rising inflation was a clear problem in the second phase 

of the Lopez Portillo administration. During this 

administration accumulated inflation reached 214 percent 

(Trigueros 1988:367; NAFINSA 1988:396-7). Inflation went from 

a 20 percent yearly increase in prices in 1977, to 30 percent 

in 1980, and reached 99 percent in 1982 (idem). Minimum 

salaries increased a total of 151 percent during the period 

1977-82, but still lagged 63 percent behind price increases 

during the same period (cf. NAFINSA 1988:62). 

In the third phase of this sexenio, the problems of the 

previously adopted development model were, according to 

Hamilton (1986b), high inflation, high interest rates for the 

international debt, flight of capital to the U.S. in the form 

of consumer spending and tourism, and investments and the 

transferral of savings to U.S. banks, up to seven billion in 

three months of 1982 (see also Ayala & Ruiz 1986; D~vila 1983; 

Cypher 1990; Cockcroft 1990). These conditions, combined with 

an unexpected drop in oil prices on the international market 

by mid-1981, made evident the weakness of the heavy dependency 

on oil exports and the petrolization of the economy. The 

result was a generalized economic crisis and widespread lack 

of confidence. In February of 1982, a large devaluation of the 
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peso took place (from 26 pesos to 47.25 pesos to the dollar). 

Other devaluations followed. By the end of 1982, the "free" 

market-value dollar was at 148.5 pesos, while the "controlled" 

dollar stood at 96.48 pesos (NAFINSA 1988: 400-1). In six 

months, the peso devaluated a total of 445 percent against the 

dollar (Davila 1983). The devaluation triggered even higher 

inflation and a political crisis of legitimacy. The crisis 

required a change in economic policy and a program of 

austerity, under the guidance of the IMF's monetarist 

approach. The austerity measures targeted food programs and 

wage levels of the working class (Davila 1983). 

L6pez Portillo's sexenio ended in economic chaos and 

political turmoil. In his last address to the union, L6pez 

Portillo announced the nationalization of banks, a desperate 

measure that attempted to blame the financial sector for all 

of Mexico's economic problems. 

President De la Madrid came to power in December of 1982, 

inheriting a serious economic crisis surpassing even the 

social turmoil of 1976 (Hamilton 1986b). The growth of 

unemployment (up to one million workers were fired in 1992 

according to Hamilton 1986b:168 and Cockcroft 1990:272), the 

informal sector expanding stake in the economy, 

hyperinflation, serious tensions with the national elites, the 

dollar exchange rate reached never-imagined levels, and the 

overwhelming debt were among the problems that De la Madrid 
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needed to face immediately (Hellman 1983; Hamilton 1986b; CIEN 

1989; Cockcroft 1990; Guillen 1990; Rivera Rios 1992). His 

Plan Nacional de Desarrollo was an attempt to apply measures 

to stabilize the national economy, measures which would 

crystalize later in the PIRE (the Immediate Economic Recovery 

Program) and in the austerity program (Guillen 1990; Ayala & 

Ruiz 1986). 

The Center for Information and National Studies (Centro 

de Informacion V Estudios Nacionales, A.C. or CIEN) in 1989 

published a detailed analysis of the national economy from 

1982-1988. Their analysis indicates that national policy was 

composed of four stages that corresponded with four main types 

of crisis during the period. The four crises were: 1) the 

"inherited" crisis (1982-1983) at the outset of the period; 2) 

the crisis originating outside of Mexico, mainly resulting 

from the fall of the oil prices in 1986; 3) the internal 

structural crisis in 1987; and 4) the financial crisis that 

exploded with the stock exchange collapse in the fall of 1987 

(CIEN 1989:65). 

The four stages in economic policy followed the onset of 

the periodic crisis (CIEN 1989:61-4). The first stage was 

organized under the umbrella of the PIRE which attempted to 

control the runaway inflation and the exchange rate 

instability. At the same time, the PIRE sought to recover 

economic growth and to protect the level of employment, the 
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productive sector, and the popular consumption of basic goods. 

During the second stage, the PIRE was replaced by a more 

drastic approach in an attempt to contain the economic 

disruption and damages created by the "external" crisis. Among 

the economic priorities were the tightening of already 

restrictive monetary measures, credit control and fiscal 

adjustment, the continued devaluation of the peso, and 

commercial openness (CIEN 1989:63). 

The third stage in the economic policy during the De la 

Madrid period was the Program of Alliance and Growth (programa 

de Alianza y crecimiento) that attempted to create some 

initial economic recovery by means of exports, private 

investment promotion, and better distribution of public 

resources. But the stock exchange collapses in 1987, and the 

concomitant devaluation of the peso and rocketing inflation, 

meant the dismissal of this recovery strategy (idem p64). 

The final stage came in the form of the Pacto de 

Solidaridad Econ6mica, launched in December 1987. The pact 

brought long sought for stability by bringing inflation under 

control, and by consolidating a new model of economic 

development. 

Throughout this period, the National Development Plan 

(cf. De la Madrid 1983) maintained five main strategic 

guidelines for its economic pOlicy: to increase revenue by 

controlling the public deficit and implementing tax reform; 
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the withdrawal of the state from its role as main actor in the 

national economy and the privatization and liquidation of 

parastate companies; the shift from a closed economy focused 

on the internal market to an open economy integrated into the 

international market by reduced protectionism and increased 

incentives to export-minded enterprises; industrial re

conversion aimed at making the industry more efficient and 

reorienting production to the export market; and finally, the 

wage containment strategy that, in spite of social 

expenditures (housing, health, education and subsidies to 

milk, bread, eggs, tortillas, cooking and oil), and programs 

like the solidarity pact, damaged the quality of life for the 

majority of the Mexican population (CIEN 1989:70-1; Hamilton 

198Gb; Guillen 1990; Rivera Rios 1992). 

The results of this economic policy were uneven. Two 

problems were still evident a·t the end of the De la Madrid 

administration: high inflation rates and the overwhelming 

weight of the external debt (CIEN 1989). Guillen calls this 

period "the sexenio of zero growth," an appropriate label for 

the dynamics of the Mexican economy during the 1982-1988 term 

(Guillen 1990). 

In general, the new economic policies emphasized the 

liberalization of price controls. The only price that had to 

be kept under firm control was that of labor power (Cypher 

1990; Guillen 1990; Rivera Rios 1992). This control of wages 
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was accomplished through the power structures of the official 

labor unions that represented a number of interests but rarely 

championed the interest of the workers (cf. Guillen 1990:109; 

Roxborough 1988; and Cockroft 1990). A clear sign of the 

importance of controlling the unions was the designation of 

Arsenio Farell as Secretario del Trabajo (Labor Secretary). 

Farell distinguished himself as a hardliner who kept wages 

depressed and exerted control on labor through the combination 

of the stick and carrot approach. A recent account of his more 

than eleven-year tenure shows that A. Farell 

elimin6 practicamente a las organizaciones 
obreras independientes. Al sindicalismo oficial 10 
dividi6 y 10 dej6 casi desmantelado. Impuso a los 
trabajadores topes salariales e increment6 el 
control sobre los sindicatos. (Corro 1994:8). 

Farell's main "accomplishments" were: control of the 

unions, caps on salary increases, and the placement of the 

state's economic program above the law (Corro 1994). 

By 1985 it was clear that the old model of capitalist-

rentier or state monopoly capitalism, with its import 

sUbstitution industrialization, protectionism, and the 

proactive intervention in economic matters was exhausted. A 

new liberal philosophy became prevalent among the cadre of 

technocrats (highly educated public officials with training in 

economy and finances) that had seized control of economic 

policy. Among other things, the new model placed more emphasis 

on "market forces." It sought to deregulate the economy by 
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eliminating state competition with the private sector through 

reprivatization and liquidation of parastate companies. It 

also attempted to reorient the productive plant towards 

efficiency and the export market by attracting foreign capital 

through investments and direct enterprises such as the 

maquiladoras, which utilized the international division of 

labor to lower production (labor) costs (Cypher 1990:181). 

This new model was meant to follow the World Bank directive 

which called on poor countries "to export their way out of 

poverty" (idem p187). 

If the state had shown some independence from national 

capital when Lopez Portillo nationalized the banks, this was 

not the case with the international capital (Hamilton 198Gb). 

Indeed, the combination of intervention by the IMF in 1982, 

the negotiation of the World Bank's "policy-based" loans, and 

Mexico's entrance into the General Agreement of Tariffs and 

Trade (GATT) in mid-198G, signaled the coming of a new 

economic era that would eventually cUlminate with the 

implementation of regional trade agreements under the 

administration of President Salinas (Cypher 1990; Guillen 

1990; and Hamilton 198Gb). Cypher notes that national economic 

sovereignty was clearly breached under the conditions imposed 

by debt-restructuring negotiations with the IMF, and by the 

World Bank loans (Cypher 1990). 

In short, all of these changes reflected the growing 
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importance of international capital, with its division of 

labor and regions, and orientated towards intensive production 

of capital in a free market economy. If the state apparatus 

was the engine of economic growth in the previous model, the 

new model resulted in the diminished presence of 

local/national government in the economy, giving way instead 

to the preeminence of global capital accumulation in the 

context of international market forces. The governmental 

economic functions of the state did not disappear but were 

subordinated and re-directed towards mediation, regulation, 

and support of economic development programs. These functions 

opened the way for the new mode of capital accumulation. 
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The Mexican state, Inflation and Wages 

Mandel (1973) observed that a key characteristic of the 

neo-capitalism that has emerged during the second quarter of 

this century is the ever-increasing intervention of the public 

sector in economic matters. According to Mandel, neo

capitalism resorts to economic programming, in which the 

elements of production are subjected, as much as possible, to 

systemic control. This economic planning results in direct 

pressure for social programming of labor costs, which in turn 

promotes the adoption of salary control policies (Mandel 

1973:106-9). The state is placed in the position of 

guaranteeing the capitalist's programmed profit and the rate 

of capital accumUlation (idem p.111). In short, the risks in 

production are socialized (Salyano 1985:186-7). 

Llyod (1982:48) argues that strong state intervention in 

the economy is one of the defining characteristics of Third 

World countries. Latin America has had a long tradition of 

authoritarian regimes with a strong state. Most Latin American 

states have both a sizeable investment in their own industrias 

paraestatales and in the general control of legal regulation 

and arbitration in economic matters (cf. Portes & Walton 

1981:121; Malloy 1977:4; O'Donell 1977:80). Mexico is no 

exception. The Mexican state stands as a key element in the 

overall strategy of capital accumUlation. The state enacts and 

enforces economic policy that guarantees the rate of profit of 
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capitalist sectors--particularly during periods of acute 

economic crisis (Purcell & Purcell 1977:192; Barkin & Esteva 

1979; Salyano 1985). In Mexico, this is partially accomplished 

by using the inflationary process to re-define the cost of 

labor by actually reducing the minimum wage (Adelman & Taylor 

1990; Cockcroft 1990; Guillen 1984; Barkin 1988; Cordero 1984; 

Ros 1984). 

When the main effect of salary-reduction is tied to 

inflationary processes, its effectiveness draws on the 

principle of absolute surplus value, that is, on the extension 

of the number of hours a laborer has to work per workday. If 

the extension of the working day lowers average pay per hour 

worked, the depreciation of the salary has the same effect 

without extending the working day. Some local and small-scale 

industries do not need to develop the forces of production in 

order to keep or improve the rate of profit. A similar 

reduction of costs results in higher profit rates in the 

retail and service sectors of the economy as well. 

There is, in Mexico, a coexistence of forms of 

exploitation that expand surplus value. Cockcroft has 

identified three: 

The fundamental forms of superexploitation are 
increase in the intensity of work, extension of the 
working day, and payment of labor power below its 
value. Mexico experiences all three. As total wages 
become less able to meet even the bare minimum 
necessary to meet the daily reproduction costs of 
labor power, and as the bourgeoisie and the state 
refuse to assume these costs, they have to be met 



by the larger wage and nonwage working class in its 
entirety. (Cockcroft 1990:221) 
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The intervention of the state in matters the actual monetary 

value of the minimum wage --within an obvious policy of tight 

control and downward pressure on the salaries-- is 

accomplished by setting the timing for the minimum salary 

review, and by establishing the commission that actually 

designates the rate of increase or the new minimum salary 

(Castaingts 1984; Ros 1984; Cockcroft 1990; Barkin & Esteva 

1979). 

state intervention in favor of capital may be seen as a 

deliberate downward pressure on the basic needs and 

aspirations of the working class. Such intervention takes its 

toll in many fields of social action, but the bottom line is 

that it favors the superexploitation of workers and endangers 

the nutritional status of the working population (Cockcroft 

1990:221; Barkin 1988:338; Castaingts 1984:84,331). 

Historically, a key battle in class struggle has been the 

fight to limit the length of the working day; in Mexico, a 

similar battle is currently taking place over the minimum 

salary and the steep downward re-definition of the basic 

requirements to reproduce the labor force. Inflation is 

important in this general economic context, since it 

encompasses the traits that constitute the general process of 

re-definition of the price paid for labor. Inflation shows 

itself as an upward spiral in costs and prices. 
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Two main trends attempt to explain the origins and 

conditions that prompt and promote economic inflation. One is 

the monetarist view, in which inflation develops in specific 

conditions of currency markets, money circulation, and the 

behavior of financial markets. In this view, the causes of 

inflation are, among others, the imbalance of foreign 

exchange, governmental def ici t spending , credit problems, 

monetary expansion, and the increase in wages and salaries 

(Malave Mata 1972; Skidmore 1977; Lichtensztejn & Baer 1987; 

Adelman and Taylor 1990). These conditions form part of the 

"social pacts" that the government signs with the unions in 

order to obtain legitimation of the government's austerity 

bill (Roxborough 1988:112; Salyano 1985:177). 

The second approach to inflation is the structuralist 

position, which holds that inflation originates in the 

rigidity of the structural elements in the process of 

production. Inflation stems from the structural inefficiency 

of the system in its allocation of national resources, coupled 

with a strong drive among capitalists to increase their share 

of the national product by increasing the price of their 

products. Although the issues raised by the monetarist view 

actually take place, according to the structuralist approach 

these factors only begin or intensify the inflationary process 

(Malave Mata 1977). 

Barkin and Esteva (1970) argue that the way that a nation 
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resolves the basic conflict of income distribution (and its 

impact on prices) will determine the rate of inflation in that 

society (Barkin & Esteva 1979:139; see also Cervantes 1983). 

Even though, according to Barkin & Esteva, the most 

recognizable trait of inflation is the incessant increase in 

prices for consumer items, inflation is a reflection and 

expression of economic struggles between different societal 

classes (Barkin & Esteva 1979:14; see also Salyano 1985:163-

5) • 

In sum, inflation is much more than a simple index of 

price increases; it is a condensed representation of a set of 

relations of production, the conflict of interest between 

salary and profit where the state poses as arbitrator, and the 

larger class struggle that permeates the inner workings of the 

economic and political spheres (Salyano 1985; Cordero 1984; 

Barkin & Esteva 1979). There is no doubt that within the 

context of overall class opposition and day-to-day battles, 

the state appears aligned with the capitalists, and plays a 

key role in the control of the working force and the 

legitimation of the system (Barkin & Esteva 1979; Guillen 

1984; Cockcroft 1990). 

A prominent element in this presentation is the concept 

of "minimum salary," which is a key referential index of the 

social value of wage labor in Mexico during the last two 

decades. A basic definition of minimum salary is provided by 



Marx & Engels. They affirm that, 

The ave7"age price of wage labor is the minimum 
wage, l.. e. , that quantum of the means of 
sUbsistence which is absolutely requisite to keep 
the laborer in bare existence as a laborer. What, 
therefore, the wage laborer appropriates by means 
of his labor merely suffices to prolong and 
reproduce a bare existence (Marx & Engels 1959:22). 
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Fundamental to Marx & Engels' definition of minimum wages is 

the basic maintenance and reproduction of workers as human 

beings. 

Most nations consider that minimum wages must meet the 

indispensable standard of living, that they should fulfill not 

only material needs (Le, nourishment), but the social, 

educational and cultural necessities of their working 

citizens. The state, by means of the labor authorities and 

national commissions, is responsible for setting both the 

timing and the extent of salary adjustments that result in a 

new official minimum wage (Mandel 1973; Barkin & Esteva 1979; 

castaingts 1984; Molina 1969; Cockcroft 1990). 

In Mexico, the legal mandate of a national minimum wage 

guarantee was introduced as an amendment to modify Article 123 

of the Mexican constitution in 1962. The official text and 

justification of the minimum wage advocated a near-future 

improvement of the standards of living for all the people, 

particularly the workers receiving the minimum salary (Molina 

1969:99). The nucleus of text of the 1962 amendment reads as 

follows, 



Los salarios minimos generales deberan ser 
suficientes para satisfacer las necesidades 
normales de un jefe de familia en el orden 
material, social y cultural, y para proveer a la 
educaci6n obligatoria de los hijos. Los salarios 
mlnimos profesionales se fijaran considerando, 
ademas, las condiciones de las distintas 
actividades industriales y comerciales •.• Los 
salarios mlnimos se fijaran por coml.Sl.ones 
regionales, integradas con representates de los 
trabajadores, de los patronos y del Gobierno y 
seran sometidos para su aprobaci6n a una comisi6n 
nacional que se integrara en la misma forma 
prevista para las comisiones regionales" (quoted by 
Molina 1969:94). 
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The National Commission of Salaries is made up of a director, 

who is appointed by the president, and includes an equal 

number of representatives from unionized labor and industry 

owners. The key arbitrator is the Secretary of Labor 

(Secretario del Trabajo). 

The legitimation of salary controls takes place through 

the participation of the official unions representing the 

workers. The unions participate in the economic studies and in 

formulating recommendations for a new minimum wage, and are 

therefore an integral part of the process. However, official 

Mexican unions are only those recognized by the government as 

proper representatives of the working class. The government 

frequently uses these unions (among them the CTM and others 

that make up the Congreso del Trabajo) to manipulate the 

interests of workers without a full consideration of the 

workers' own interests and needs. So, these government 

controlled unions negotiate alliances and sign agreements with 
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the administration, setting topes salariales (minimum salary 

cap increases) for a given period. In Mexico, this type of 

tight union control (and repression) over workers, known as 

charrismo, is an important element in the general economic 

strategy (cf. Roxborough 1988; Cockcroft 1990). 

Returning to the definition of minimum wage, Molina 

(1969: 98-9) notes that the minimum salary determines the 

minimum level for the well-being of the worker and his family. 

Any changes downward would result in "infrahuman conditions". 

Notwithstanding the ideals of improved living conditions for 

workers, this type of superexploitation indeed took place for 

at least 50 percent of the working population in Mexico during 

the 1970s and 1980s (Cockcroft 1990; Hellman 1983:104; Barkin 

1988; Castaingts 1984). 

The per capita GDP fell from a yearly growth of 3.0 and 

3.6 percent which characterized the performance of the economy 

from 1950 to the 1970s. During the eighties the situation 

changed dramatically--a trend that appears to be endemic to 

most Latin American countries at the time-- and growth fell to 

minus 0.5 percent from 1980 to 1985, and minus 0.9 percent 

from 1986 to 1988 (Urrutia 1991:24). These figures provide a 

general idea of the dimension of the economic crisis that 

prevailed during the eighties. 

Table 4.1 shows the index of inflation (according to 

consumer prices) for the decade beginning in 1977. It is 
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apparent that, as general rule, price increases were usually 

in front of salaries. Salaries lagged behind price increases 

by a minimum of 15 percent and as much as 50 percent in any 

given year from 1977 to 1987. There was only one year (1980) 

in which salaries grew modestly, about 5 percent, above 

national prices. 

From September of 1980 (our first project) to the same 

month in 1983 (our second project) the accumulated inflation 

reached a total of 195 percent, while salaries increased by 

only 134 percent. The inflation from 1983 to September of 1987 

(our third project), has been estimated at 352 percent, while 

salaries increased by 245 percent (calculated from tables in 

NAFINSA 1988:62, 351). 

Some authors have noted that the salaries had lost 40 to 

50 percent of their buying power by 1982 with respect to 1976 

indexes (Calva 1988:44 and 1989:48-9; Selby et ale 1990:164). 

Garavito (1990:290) shows a 40 percent loss of real salaries 

by 1982 (with respect to 1977), and a loss of over 50 percent 

by 1987. 



YEAR 

1979 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985 

1986 

1987 

TABLE 4.1 

GROWTH OF INFLATION AND SALARIES IN MEXICO 

Inflation 
% Growth 

(1) 

20.04 

29.78 

28.68 

98.87 

80.76 

59.09 

63.83 

105.77 

159.14 

Salary 
Increases 

(2) 

15.7 

17.5 

30.1 

63.8 

40.4 

50.5 

48.6 

79.8 

106.2 

Salary 
% Lag 

(3) 

-22 

-41 

+ 5 

-36 

-50 

-15 

-24 

-25 

-33 
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1) Trigueros 1989: 296-7; national price index, from December 
to December of each year; NAFINSA 1988:350-1; Martinez 
1989:116. 

2) NAFINSA 1988:62. 

3) Percent difference between inflation growth and salary 
increases. Proportional lag of salaries behind inflation 
by year. 
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General salaries in Mexico went from 140.69 pesos in 

1980, to 459.01 in 1983, to 4,080.08 in 1987 (NAFINSA 

1988: 62). But with the inflation rate growing at a fast pace, 

it is difficult to appreciate the full impact of these changes 

for the working class receiving minimum salaries. Table 4.2 

shows the actual variation of average salaries in terms of 

dollars for the whole country, and Table 4.3 illustrates 

salary fluctuation in the Distrito Federal. A simple glance at 

these numbers prompts the question, how do workers manage to 

survive with such low salaries? Even in good times, a salary 

of six to seven dollars is not enough to meet more than a 

handful of the most basic needs (nutrition, housing, 

transportation, and education). 

YEAR 

1980 

1983 

1987 

TABLE 4.2 

MINIMUM SALARY EQUIVALENT IN DOLLARS 

NATIONAL AVERAGE 

Minimum 
Salary 
(pesos) 

140.69 

459.01 

4,080.08 

Pesos 
Dollar 
Rate* 

23.26 

150.29 

1,528.22 

Minimum 
Salary 

(dollars) 

$6.05 

$3.05 

$2.67 

Source: NAFINSA 1988:62, and 400-401. 
*Dollar: 1980 = one single exchange rate, 1983 = yearly 
average market value of dollar, 1987 = market value in 
September. 



YEAR 

1980 

1983 

1987 

TABLE 4.3 

MINIMUM SALARY EQUIVALENT IN DOLLARS 

DISTRITO FEDERAL 

Minimum 
Salary 
(pesos) 

163 

523 

4,500 

Pesos 
Dollar 
Rate* 

23.26 

150.29 

1,528.22 

Minimum 
Salary 

(dollars) 

$7.01 

$3.48 

$2.94 
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Sources: NAFINSA 1988:400-401; INEGI 1989:89; INEGI 
1985:170). 

*Dollar: 1980 = one single exchange rate, 1983 = yearly 
average market value of dollar, 1987 = market value in 
September. 

The 1987 equivalent of the salary that amounted to less 

than three dollars provides a real context of the extent of 

the "crunch" on the daily salaries and wages that took place 

during the eighties. The Distrito Federal enjoys one of the 

best salary ratings (along with the northern border states) , 

and one of the lowest indexes of consumer prices in the nation 

(INEGI 1985; Mendez & Zorrila 1988; NAFINSA 1988). People 

living in the Distrito Federal can stretch their meager 

incomes a little bit more than most of their fellow citizens 

living elsewhere. The fact is that about one-third of the 

urban workers have only part-time positions, under-paid jobs, 

or participate in the informal economy, and they receive only 
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a fraction of the legal minimum salary. The situation for 

rural workers and peasants is the most precarious of all, 

since the income in the rural areas across Mexico is closer to 

half of the salaries mentioned in Tables 4.2 and 4.3 (cf. 

Ibarra 1988; Zepeda & Perez 1988; Avila & Ysunga-Ogazon 1988; 

NAFINSA 1988:58-9; and Garavito 1990:264-5). 

The panorama of the minimum salaries leaves little doubt 

as to the perilous situation of most Mexican workers, and the 

government understood the potential social explosiveness 

fueled by growing poverty that severely curtails the worker's 

ability to provide enough food for their families. 
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The Growth of Mexico city 

Mexico city was born long before the arrival of the 

Europeans to the New World. The Aztec center of Tenochtitlan 

was settled by the year 1325 A.D. by a group of new immigrants 

to the central valley of Mexico (Gil 1951:19; Vargas 1961:11; 

see also Orozco y Berra 1987:22; and Lafragua 1975:4). The 

area around the lake system in the valley was already 

congested with a sort of pre-Hispanic urban sprawl. The new 

arrivals had no choice but to take whatever land was left, as 

the best areas were already occupied by other groups. 

Such is the fate of Mexico city that since its beginnings 

it has had an ever-present power to attract immigrants. 

Throughout its history, the city has been characterized by a 

high density urban center housing multiple social groups which 

constantly compete for resources and power. Mexico city was a 

powerful example of the indigenous Mesoamerican metropolis, 

with its religious and political centers of power, continuous 

growth, plazas and marlcet, barrios and land-water 

transportation systems. The size of Tenochtitlan's population 

and the amount of resources commanded by the ci ty and its 

immediate suburbs around the lake system were as large or even 

larger than those of most of the major European cities of the 

time. 

At the end of the sixteenth century large European cities 

had populations of 100, 000 people (Palermo, Rome, Lisbon, 
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Paris had 180,000 

inhabitants. The three largest cities in Europe were Milan, 

Naples and London with 200,000 to 250,000 inhabitants (Mumford 

1961:355). On the eve of the Spanish conquest, Tenochtitlan

Tlatelolco had a population estimated at 150,000 to 200,000 

people (Calnek 1978; Sanders & Santley 1983:273). The 

population in the immediate vicinity (within 400 square 

kilometers) is estimated at 300,000 to 400,000 people. The 

population in the entire Basin of Mexico was over one million 

inhabitants (Sanders 1971; Parsons 1976; Sanders & Santley 

1983) • 

After the conquest, the city was destroyed and a new 

colonial town built on its ruins. Census data show that by 

the year 1790 the population of Mexico city was estimated at 

104,760. Indigenous populations were decimated by European 

diseases in the period following the Conquest (Cook and Borah 

1979). The population of Mexico city stabilized at around 

200,000 inhabitants during the period 1838-1862, but by the 

1880s, it had reached the 300,000 mark (INEGI 1985:24). 

The political entity called the Distrito Federal (Federal 

District) was created after de independence, a decree in 1824 

that designated the city a federal district, the central seat 

of federal powers governing the nation (Sotomayor 1975:81). Up 

to the 1950s, the political and geographical boundaries of 

Mexico city and the Federal District were II inverted II , that is, 
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the city was actually smaller than the geographic limits of 

the Distrito Federal (INEGI 1985). For a short period around 

the 1950s the two limits were almost equivalent to each other. 

Then, the geographic boundaries of the Distrito Federal were 

left behind by the growing megalopolis that expanded into 

neighboring municipalities of the Estado de Mexico. From then 

on the population and the extension of the two entities lost 

any parity. The Distrito Federal in the core of the city, with 

its 16 political delegations, has stabilized its population 

and size. The metropolitan area of Mexico city, known as La 

Zona Metropolitana de la Ciudad de Mexico (ZMCM), is still 

growing bigger each year and soon will reach the 20 million 

mark. 

Here, I will use the term Mexico City in historic and 

general connotation to designate the whole metropolitan area 

or the Zona Metropolitana de la Ciudad de Mexico (ZMCM). 

However, the research undertaken for this dissertation (the 

sampled population) was done within the geographic and 

politics limits of the Distrito Federal. Table 4.4 illustrates 

the changes in population for Mexico City (ZMCM), and the 

Federal District since the last century. 



YEAR 

1895 

1910 

1930 

1950 

1970 

1980 

1990 

TABLE 4.4 

POPULATION GROWTH: 1895-1990. 

Distrito Federal 

476,413 

720,753 

1,229,576 

3,050,442 

6,874,165 

8,831,079 

8,235,744 

Ciudad de Mexico 
ZMCM 

339,935 

471,066 

1,029,068 

3,137,599 

8,799,937 

13,354,271 

15,047,685 
*Source: INEGI 1985:13,24; INEGI 1991b:1. 
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By 1990, the Census estimated that the population of the 

Distrito Federal decreased slightly to 8.236 million, and the 

ZMCM grew to 15,047,685 (INEGI 1991b), representing 10 percent 

and 19 percent, respectively, of the national population 

(estimated at over 81 million). The drop in population figures 

for the Distrito Federal has to do with a number of factors, 

first, the impact of the earthquake that hit Distrito Federal 

in September 1985. The actual number of people that lost their 

lives is still unknown, although official figures put it in 

the tens of thousands. Second, entire housing tracts were 

declared unsafe and people had to move out. How many? We do 

not know. Third, it may be that changes in census parameters 

in order to define "residents" caused this smaller figure. 
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Most Mexicans believe that the census figures for 1990 are a 

gross under-estimation of the actual population in both the 

Distrito Federal and Mexico city. 

In any case, the growth of Mexico City is amazing, but 

how do we explain its expansion? Urban growth in Mexico City 

as been a response to conditions of the state's political and 

economic organization. A large labor market was, and still is, 

a definitive attraction. It was during the rule of dictator 

Porfirio Diaz (1876-1911) that the city developed a solid 

infrastructure that provided the platform for solid industrial 

expansion and its associated demographic growth (Le6n Portilla 

1974; Vargas 1961; Gay6n 1988). The federal government 

invested heavily in infrastructure to provide two basic 

elements for future industrialization: a national railroad 

network centered in Mexico city, and newly built electric 

power plants (Garza 1988b; Le6n Portilla 1974; sotomayor 1975; 

Vazquez Mellado 1990). 

Table 4.5 shows the general distribution of the Mexican 

population in rural and urban areas from 1790 to 1980. This 

table allows us to situate the growth of Mexico city in the 

larger national context. Although this estimate uses as its 

definition of an urban area any locality with 2,500 people or 

more, even a larger population threshold demonstrates a strong 

drive towards urbanization. Scott has shown that from 1940 to 

1970 the population in small urban areas (2,500 habitants) 
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went from 35 to 59 percent; from 22 percent to 42 percent in 

urban areas with 10,000 people or more; from 20 to 39 percent 

in areas with 15,000 or more citizens; and finally, from 18 to 

35 percent in larger urban areas with more than 20,000 people 

(Scott 1982:53). 
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TABLE 4.5 

MEXICO'S URBAN AND RURAL POPULATION 

Year Urban Rural 

1790 8.1 91.9 

1900 28.3 71.7 

1910 28.7 71.3 

1921 31.2 68.8 

1930 33.5 66.5 

1940 35.0 65.0 

1950 42.6 57.4 

1960 50.7 49.3 

1970 58.7 41.3 

1980 66.3 33.7 
*SOURCE: INEGI 1985:33. 

During the first half of the twentieth century there was 

a trend towards "consolidation" of the national changes and 

infra structural development begun during the rule of Porfirio 

Diaz (Scott 1982). After the revolution a set of conditions 

that would enhance the urban development in Mexico defined 

urban policy. Among those conditions were the new nationalist 

ideology, a strong federal state, and integration into new 

global economic strategies that built upon the previous 

Porfirista system and transformed the agricultural sector so 

that it could serve as a basis to develop the industry 
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(Benitez 1988). The relation between rural and urban areas was 

that of urban predation on the rural sector (Scott 1982:19). 

The revolutionary war ended in 1917. From then on, 

Mexican urban policy began to take a new direction that would 

make the capital city the undisputed Mexican metropolis. The 

ci ty began absorbing people at a faster rate than in the 

previous century, although still at a moderate pace. It became 

the center of urban expansion, with infrastructure and housing 

projects, as well as the center of political power, a large 

federal bureaucracy and commercial and bank transactions in 

the country (Le6n Portilla 1974; Navarro 1990). This 

centralization resulted in a population growth that went from 

740,000 people in 1920 to 1,750,000 in 1940 (Le6n Portilla 

1974). 

The years from 1940 to 1980 were a period of accelerated 

population growth and urban expansion within Mexico city, due 

in great part to its increased industrialization and the 

constant demand for abundant labor power (Garza & Schteingart 

1978; Navarro 1990). Some authors, like Iracheta (1988), 

suggest that the growth of the metropolitan area was a result 

of two key elements: migration (due to lack of opportunities 

in rural areas) and economic concentration, arguing that 

industrialization and technical development played only 

secondary roles. Nonetheless, it may be observed that most of 

the country's industrialization took place in Mexico city, due 
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to a number of advantages including the best infrastructure in 

the country, a concentrated market for industrial consumer 

goods under the policy of import substitution, a large 

concentration of resources by the federal government, a large 

labor market, a large concentration of financial institutions, 

and the fact that urban development expenses were paid by the 

public treasury (Garza & Schteingart 1978). 

During the 1950s and 1960s, Mexico city increased its 

share of economic power. The factors behind that growth were 

the size of its population and an abundant supply of labor 

power; increased industrialization, along with the expanded 

presence of the state with the public moneys invested in the 

city's infrastructure and the subsidies to gas and foods; the 

control of prices and rents (subsidized reproduction of labor 

power); and lower costs of labor and fiscal incentives (cf. 

Wilkie 1974b: 46; Navarro 1990: 59). Mexico City's share of 

national industrial development went from 30 to 37 percent 

during the period from 1940 to 1960, while its share of 

commerce and services grew from 46 to 52 percent, and the use 

of transportation/gasoline went from 29 percent of the 

national use to 52 percent in the same period (Wilkie 

1974b:44). 

During the decade of the sixties the migration to the 

city kept up a steady pace. It was the destination of 50 

percent of the national migration. By 1970, 30 percent of the 
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people in the capital had been born elsewhere in the country 

(stern 1977 in Munoz et al. 1977; Bataillon & Riviere 1973), 

while other estimates for the metropolitan area suggest a 

figure closer to 50 percent for the same year (Riding 1985). 

National censuses show that at least 1.78 million migrants 

moved to the Distrito Federal during the period of 1930 to 

1970 (INEGI 1985: 41-2). By 1980, 29 percent (2.5 million 

people) of the Distrito Federal residents had been born in 

other locations (INEGI 1984a:47). other estimates for the 

state of Mexico's municipalities adjacent to the Distrito 

Federal suggest that by 1970, immigration-induced growth was 

as high as 75 percent (Garza & schteingart 1978). Migrants 

constituted nearly half of the population in the metropolitan 

area of Mexico city (Riding 1985). 

Scott (1982) notes that during the late sixties and early 

seventies the city accounted for 50 percent of national 

commerce sales, 60 percent of national savings, and up to 90 

percent of the national professional and consulting services. 

Riding (1985:309) points out that by 1980, the 

metropolitan area of Mexico city generated 38 percent of the 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 48 percent of the manufacturing, 

45 percent of the commercial activity, 52 percent of the 

services, 60 percent of transports, and 69 percent of bank 

assets. Puente has presented data of the sectorial 

contributions to the national GDP. The general contribution of 
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Mexico city was at the 30 percent mark during the 1940s and 

1950s, jumped to 36 percent and 37 percent in 1960-1970, and 

reached 38 percent in 1980. In 1940, the GDP came from two 

main sectors: one-third from the industry and two-thirds from 

the service sector. In 1950, industry contributed with 27 

percent, and services 64 percent of the GDP; while in 1960, 

industry's share of the national GDP was at 40 percent and 

services was 52 percent. During the decades of the 1970s and 

1980s, the industry in Mexico city generated between 28 

percent and 30 percent of the national output, and services 

stayed at two-thirds (66 percent) of the national PIB (Puente 

1988:94; Garza & Schteingart 1978:62). 

The Distrito Federal alone generated 25 percent of the 

national GDP (PIB) in 1980, and its per capita PIB was 190 

percent above the national average (Mendez & zorrilla 

1986:76). Wilkie also states that "the Distrito Federal has 

"had better living conditions since 1910 than any other entity 

in the country (Wilkie 1974b:45; see also scott 1982:242; 

Ezcurra 1990:99). 

In terms of the industrial sector, Mexico City has 29 

percent of the companies in the country, and another 25 

percent are located within the Distrito Federal (Puente 1988) . 

The factories located in Mexico City account for 41 percent of 

the national industrial employment, 29 percent in the Distrito 

Federal alone (puente 1988; Camacho 1988). 
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The economically active population (EAP) in the Distrito 

Federal has grown at a much faster pace than the rest of the 

country. The national EAP growth rate was 36 percent in 1950-

60, 15 percent in 1960-70, and 14 percent in 1970-78, while in 

the Distrito Federal it was 43 percent, 28 percent and 39 

percent for these same periods respectively (Navarro 1990:64). 

The employed population in the Distrito Federal during the 

period of 1960-1979, worked mainly in the tertiary sector (59% 

on the average worked in services, commerce and government), 

while a smaller group labored in the secondary sector (37% on 

average worked in industries and shops), and only a tiny 

fraction (2%) worked in the primary sector that produces basic 

agricultural products on a few pockets of land within the city 

(Navarro 1990:65). 

A strong pattern of "spatial segregation by social class" 

in Mexico city has been noted by many authors (among others, 

cf. Cornelius 1978; Lomnitz 1975; Garza & schteingart 1978; 

Portes & Walton 1976 & 1981; Velez-Ibanez 1983; Riding 1985; 

Ruvalcaba & schteingart 1988; Delgado 1988; Irachaeta 1988; 

Benitez 1988; Navarro Benitez 1990). The growing inequality in 

the distribution of wealth among the social classes, along 

with land speculation and government regulation and public 

investment help to create a class zoning that is well-defined 

and has a great deal of internal homogeneity in most 

neighborhoods and subdivisions in the metropolitan area (cf. 
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Cornelius 1978; Garza & schteingart 1978; Ruvalcaba & 

Schteingart 1988). 

Cornelius has put this problem in the following words, 

One of the most disturbing trends revealed by our 
case studies is the deepening of class divisions 
within these cities, reflected in increasingly 
well-defined patterns of spatial segregation by 
social class. While such segregation has existed in 
most Latin American cities since the colonial 
period, the ecological distance between social 
classes has increased dramatically in the past 15 
to 20 years (Cornelius 1978:14). 

This trend is confirmed in Mexico city by Garza and 

Schteingart (1978), who point to a growing differentiation in 

patterns of land and space use by classes. The urban poor seem 

to be confined to poor inner city neighborhoods and "marginal" 

settlements on the outskirts of the metropolitan area. Poor 

inner city neighborhoods are best described by the studies of 

Lewis (1959, 1961), and Lomnitz (1975, 1978). Under these 

conditions urban poor live in large old houses that have been 

subdivided and rented a room per family, or in a row of rooms 

with similar arrangements know as vecindades. The work of 

Velez-Ibanez (1983) describes Ciudad Netzahualcoyotl, the 

largest and most populated settlements on the outskirts of 

Mexico city. Up to 3,000,000 persons were expected to live in 

Ciudad Netzahualcoyotl by 1980. These poor settlements and 

neighborhoods include people working in both the informal and 

formal sectors of the economy. Middle classes take better 

advantage of public housing projects, and other sectors of the 
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middle class and the upper class continue to settle in 

suburban areas called fraccionamientos, which are well

equipped and supported by urban infrastructure (Garza & 

Schteingart 1978). 

Some authors explain urban segregation in terms of basic 

urban infrastructure (housing, water and sewage, transport and 

distribution centers) • Delgado (1988) explains urban 

segregation in terms of four concentric rings within the city 

(central, first suburban expansion, second suburban expansion, 

and the remaining metropolitan area), with better equipment 

and urban facilities concentrated towards the center of the 

city and decreasing towards its edges. The fact is, however, 

that in socioeconomic terms, those differences in resources 

still remain and the classes are even more polarized than 

before. The explanation behind this polarization lies in the 

changes taking place within the process of capitalist 

production in Mexico that have reduced the working class' 

share of the national income (cf. Iracheta 1988; Calva 1988; 

Martinez 1989; Navarro Benitez 1990; Cockcroft 1990). 

This brief review of Mexico City's growth shows its 

central importance in the economic life of the nation. Mexico 

city has the largest concentration not only of workers, but 

also of capitalist entrepreneurs that want to take advantage 

of the favorable conditions for capital accumulation that the 

city offers. 
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National Food Policies 

The presentation in the previous sections indicates the 

severity of the economic situation for working people in 

Mexican rural and urban areas. Developments that took place in 

the first part of L6pez Portillo's administration (1976-1979) 

set the stage for the food crisis that exploded during the 

eighties. Spalding has noted that a "triad of problems -

undernutrition, stagnant production, and international 

dependence-- created political pressure for some governmental 

response" (Spalding 1985:1249). The Mexican government, 

indeed, attempted to deal with the problem of a growing gap 

between the classes of Mexican society and with sUbstantial 

deterioration of the Mexican diet (cf. Valencia 1981; Austin 

& Esteva 1987; Fox 1992). 

The slump in agricultural production was the weakest part 

of national development policy. This lack of primary 

production of grains to feed a fast-growing population 

resulted in increased dependency on food imports (cf. Salinas 

1983; Spalding 1985; Adelman & Taylor 1990). The fall in 

agricultural production was due to a number of problems 

including the lack of proper credit and agricultural inputs 

(seeds, fertilizer, technical support), price structures that 

favored the growth of nonsubsistence foods (i.e., sorghum for 

livestock feed) at the expense of traditional crops of corn 

and beans, and the logistics of inadequate food transportation 
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and distribution (Martinez, Restrepo & Zamora 1977; Montafiez 

& Aburto 1979; Valencia 1981; Montafiez & Warman 1985; Barkin 

& Suarez 1985; and Sanders 1986). There was also an increasing 

presence of international business in both the production and 

the processing of foodstuffs in Mexico. Echeverria (1982) has 

compiled a collection of articles that provide detailed 

studies of the impact of transnational interests upon the 

agriculture and food industries. 

In general, the government's answer to the agricultural 

shortages during the 1970s, and in particular during the oil

boom that provided hard currency to the Mexican government, 

was to buy basic grains and foods on the international market 

(Ramirez et ale 1977:112 in Martinez, Restrepo et ali Montafiez 

& Aburto 1979:98; Barkin & Suarez 1985; Sanders 1986). Hellman 

indicates that 15 to 20 percent of all foods were imported by 

the mid-seventies, at a total cost of 2 billion dollars by 

1980 (Hellman 1983:95). During the oil-boom (1978-82), the 

administration had no limits on the use of funds to provide 

what the population needed. The national debt grew steadily to 

record amounts, which contributed to the process of inflation 

that we talked about in an earlier part of this chapter. By 

1980, this heavy dependency on foreign markets created an 

uneasiness in high levels of the administration. In that year, 

Lopez Portillo took the opportunity of using higher oil 

revenues to develop a strategy that counteracted the growing 
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trend of buying foods abroad, mainly in the united states. He 

gave this strategy, the Mexican Food System, a high dosage of 

nationalism. 

The situation of inadequate nutrition, shortages in food 

production, and heavy dependance on food imports clearly 

improved between 1980-82 under the impact of the sistema 

Alimentario Mexicano, but by 1983, the country was again 

immersed in a situation similar to the one in the late 

seventies (Spalding 1985; Calva 1988; Mata 1988; and Romero 

1992). 

Spalding has identified four main approaches which 

provide explanatory frameworks for the Mexican food crisis 

(Spalding 1984:5). These are: the Malthusian approach, the 

internationalization of capital theory, the new international 

division of labor approach, and the perspective of structural 

internal inequalities. Following Spalding (1984), the first 

approach emphasizes the disparities between population growth 

and the production of foods by the agricultural sector in the 

classic Malthusian way. The second and third approaches are 

two versions of the thesis that the changes taking place in 

Mexico are not isolated, but result from strategies of both 

local and international accumulation of capital. Finally, the 

last explanation of the food crisis emphasizes the internal 

disparities between sectors, the unequal distribution of 

weal th in the nation, the control of the food market and 
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production strategies by the state, and the increased 

participation of international corporations. 

Most literature on. the Mexican food crisis recognizes 

that there was an increase in population, but does not give a 

lot of weight to the Malthusian explanation of the food crisis 

(Spalding 1984). I would maintain that the approaches that 

look at issues of capital accumulation, as well as to the 

internal disparities in Mexico have more explanatory 

potential. This crisis is a symptomatic expression of the 

conflicts arising from the overall economic development 

strategy adopted by the Mexican state, which favors the 

national and international accumulation of capital at the 

expense of the working class (Barkin & Esteva 1979; Barkin and 

Suarez 1985; Calva 1988; Mata 1988; Cockcroft 1992). 

At any rate, the food crisis prompted action on the part 

of the state. Beginning in 1980, the Mexican state channeled 

more resources to improve food production with the explicit 

goal of becoming self-sufficient, by the mid-1980's, in the 

production of basic staples, as well as controlling the 

marketing and distribution of those staples (Austin 1981; 

Salinas 1983, 1988; Fox 1992; Torres 1992). 

during the eighties, the government in Mexico responded 

to the calls for better nutrition with the implementation of 

two well-known food programs: the Sistema Alimentario Mexicano 

(SAM), from 1980 to 1982; and the Programa Nacional de 
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Alimentaci6n (PRONAL), from 1983 to 1988 (Luiselli 1982; 

Bourges 1983; Austin & Esteva 1987; Fox 1992). 

These two programs encompassed policies aimed at 

increasing food production and improving the overall standards 

of living for both the rural and urban populations (Valencia 

1981; Spalding 1984, 1985). However, the pressure to provide 

cheap staples to urban industrial areas (Barkin & Suarez 1985; 

Mata 1988) focused a great deal of attention within the 

Mexican food policies and programs on fulfilling the huge 

needs of the population of Mexico City, including the Distrito 

Federal (cf. De la Madrid 1982; Hewitt 1987a & 1987b; Rello 

1988; Zepeda & Perez 1988; L6pez Rosado 1988; and Rello & Sodi 

1989; Torres 1992). For example, along with the new food 

program PRONAL, De la Madrid created a National Commission on 

Food. Interestingly enough, the only representative of an 

urban center in this cabinet-level commission was the mayor of 

Mexico city (Bourges 1983). This is easily understood as a 

sign of the recurrent concern to improve distribution and 

consumption of foodstuffs in the capital city. 



155 

The Mexican Food System (1980-1982) 

The sistema Alimentario Mexicano (SAM) began in 1980, 

during the second part of the L6pez Portillo administration. 

The SAM embodied a compromise to join forces with peasants in 

the struggle to overcome food shortages and bring the nation 

to self-sufficiency in basic food production (Valencia 1981; 

Luiselli 1982; Spalding 1984, 1985). It also promised new 

strategies for better processing, distribution, marketing and 

consumption of food (Montanari 1987:50). The state brought 

together several state-run institutions to participate in the 

SAM (Fox 1992), among others: BANRURAL (rural bank), FERTIMEX 

(production of fertilizer), PRONASE (seed production), and 

CONASUPO (control over food prices with guaranteed crop 

prices, distribution of key foods). CONASUPO had a special 

role in the commercialization and distribution of basic grains 

and rural products (Austin 1981; Salinas 1983, 1988) 

On the one hand the SAM took steps to alleviate rural 

poverty and to increase national food production through 

better prices and providing agricultural inputs at low cost. 

On the other, it attempted through its CONASUPO system to 

improve distribution channels and implemented a set of 

measures to control prices of consumer goods and foods (Barkin 

& Suarez 1985: 179 -8 0). The Mexican government hoped to improve 

the nutritional status of both peasants and urban working 

classes in Mexico by linking production and consumption needs 
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(Austin & Esteva 1987:357). The SAM placed the peasant in a 

posi tion of favored producer and targeted consumer. This 

constituted a return to the policy of supporting sUbsistence 

agriculture instead of agribusiness. The SAM also poured more 

subsidies into food consumption for poor sectors of the rural 

and urban areas (Luiselli 1982; Montanari 1987; Austin & Fox 

1987; Hewitt 1987b). 

On the production side, the SAM funneled all sorts of 

resources to motivate rural production of basic foods. The 

main element in this package was a significant increase in 

guaranteed prices for basic crops (Spalding 1985; Hellman 

1983:97). There were additional strong incentives for 

producers of corn, beans, rice & wheat, such as: 

(1) easier access to credit from the National 
Rural Credit Bank (BANRURAL); (2) lower interest 
rates (12%); (3) a 30% price reduction for 
fertilizer and insecticide; (4) a 75% discount on 
the price of improved seeds; (5) a 67% cut in crop 
insurance cost; and (6) a system of "shared risks" 
for selected staples producers who were guaranteed 
their average return if they agreed to employ a 
designated package of technological innovations. 
(Spalding 1984:1251-2; see also Luiselli 1982; 
Montanari 1987). 

Under these conditions, the proposed goals of self-

sUfficiency in corn and beans were attained by 1981, and the 

results of the SAM on the production side "were impressive" 

(Adelman & Taylor 1990:19; Barkin & Suarez 1985; Andrade & 

Blanc 1987). These favorable conditions particularly aimed to 

improve productivity by peasants, ejidatarios, and other small 
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holders. Although the official rhetoric states a strong 

position against agribusiness and large land holders (Luiselli 

1982; Montanari 1987), they may have benefitted as much as, or 

even more than, peasants from the flow of resources within a 

rural structure controlled, at least partially, by themselves 

(Spalding 1984:26; Hellman 1983:98). 

In the end, on the production side, the SAM achieved its 

targets. There was a nine percent increase in areas cultivated 

with maize, beans and wheat during the SAM years and the 

output rose to "an all time high of 17 million tons in 1980-

82", an increase of about 30 percent over the previous period 

(Adelman & Taylor 1990:18). Food imports decreased to low 

levels during these years. Andrade & Blanc note that the 

average national output of basic crops for the 1977-79 period 

was at 13.6 million tons, and it went up to 17.5 million tons 

during the 1980-82 span (Andrade & Blanc 1987:217). The same 

source points out that maize production increased by 46 

percent in 1980 (up to 12.3 from 8.4 million tons in 1979), by 

17 percent in 1981 (to 14.6 million tons), and it suffered an 

unexpected fall in 1982 of 30 percent (to 10.1 million tons). 

In short, 1981 was the only year that Mexico produced enough 

to feed its people, with a minimal use of foreign grains. The 

country had resorted to heavy imports in 1980 given the poor 

agricultural output of 1979, and imports came to the fore 

again from 1982 on. 
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On the consumption side, the overall impact of the 

achievements of the SAM were diff icul t to assess. Shatan 

(1987:249) has observed that "it is difficult to determine 

or even to estimate- the effects of the SAM program on food 

consumption and nutrition among Mexico's diverse population". 

As indicated earlier, the Instituto Nacional de Nutrici6n 

(INN) and the census department (INEGI) had conducted 

interviews to assess the population nutritional status by the 

late 1970s. The results were alarming, indicating that up to 

half of the population should be considered targets for 

nutritional improvement programs and up to one-third of the 

Mexican population, the "preferential target population", was 

in urgent need given the extent of their undernourishment 

(Shatan 1987; Valencia 1991; Spalding 1984). 

The SAM consumption goals were focused on fulfilling what 

is known as the household's basic recommended basket (BRB) or 

canasta basica recomendada (Valencia 1991; Luiselli 1982; 

Montanari 1987). This food basket included a list of the 

minimum quantity of food products for low-to-moderate 

nutritional standards. Shatan, quoting the Office of the 

President in Mexico, has put succinctly the requirements for 

the BRB as: 

1. to meet the minimum nutritional standards; 
2 . to consider production costs of the primary 
products that affect the final price of foodstuffs 
included in it; 
3. to consider the purchasing power of the 
population; 



4. to consider national and regional consumption 
habits; 
5. to consider the country's potential in terms of 
the human and natural resources of the 
agricultural, livestock, and fishing sectors, and 
those of the food industry (in order to produce 
it). (Shatan 1987:255). 
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The government planned to include 30 products in the BRB 

that would provide roughly the 2603 calories and 74 grams of 

protein needed for the minimum nutri tional standard. This 

official figure of calories (2603 K/cal per day) was grossly 

overestimated. If the population had such a caloric intake, 

then there would be no serious nutrition problems. But Shatan 

considers that the BRB actually represented a 80 to 85 percent 

of the basic nutritional needs. The initial subsidy of the BRB 

was set at about 30 percent of the already reduced prices of 

CONASUPO (Shatan 1987: 255-7). The overall prices of basic 

products sold by CONASUPO were 10 to 20 percent lower than 

food prices in private retail stores (Salinas 1983:566). The 

federal subsidies for food consumption, channeled through the 

CONASUPO, represented about 2.53 percent of the federal budget 

(Fox 1992:114), and the overall "food spending" (including 

subsidies to consumption and production) was at about 10 

percent of the annual federal budget during the SAM years 

(idem p123; spalding 1985:1258; Adelman & Taylor 1990:19). The 

subsidies for corn tortillas were the most important of all, 

and " ... by the summer of 1982, CONASUPO was paying 8,850 pesos 

per ton for maize and selling this to tortilla makers for 
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1,000 pesos in a massive subsidy program that kept final 

tortilla prices at less than half their real cost" (Spalding 

1985:1258). According to Fox, tortilla subsidies amounted to 

0.10 of the GDP in 1980, and tripled to 0.36 percent by the 

end of the SAM period. 

The SAM was a short-lived program that was launched in 

1980 and had ended by the fall of 1982, when the economic 

crisis hit hard with collapsed oil-prices (the major source of 

revenue for the Mexican government). Spalding has indicated 

that the SAM created serious conflicts in four key areas: the 

overhaul of the technical dimensions of the agricultural 

system; conflicts arising from the politics of bureaucratic 

control and the integration of several sectors of the 

government into a single coordinated policy; the structural 

power of the agribusiness and their long alliance with the 

state; and the weak fiscal structure of the Mexican state 

(Spalding 1985). Hellman understands that both the blatant 

"corruption in the administration of the SAM" , and the 

unchanged power structure in rural areas resulted in the SAM's 

inability to "translate rises in staple crop production into 

more protein and vitamins on the tables of either the urban or 

the rural poor" (Hellman 1983: 98). Fox, in turn, believes that 

the 1982 crop failure, coupled with a heavy dependence on 

subsidies made "the SAM strategy extremely vulnerable to the 

budget cuts that began in 1981 and 1982" (Fox 1992:123). 
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For Austin & Esteva, the fiscal costs were not excessive, 

comprising only about 10 percent of the federal budget. 

Therefore it was not the fiscal policy which derailed the SAM, 

but the lack of solid connection with other macroeconomic 

policies. The problems that indirectly caused the fall of the 

SAM were the exponential growth of imports and a decrease in 

exports (due to the overvaluated peso), the increase of the 

burden of foreign debt, a decrease in international oil-

prices, an inflated federal deficit, great inflation, and the 

flight of capital out of Mexican banks. According to Austin 

and Esteva, 

By 1982 the negative consequences of macroeconomic 
decisions had so severely eroded the country's 
economic capacity that SAM's subsidies could not be 
sustained (Austin & Esteva 1987:362). 

The beginning of the end for the SAM was the fall in 

international oil prices that gave way to what is known in 

Mexico as "la crisis" (Adelman & Taylor 1990). According to 

Hellman (1983:230; see also Spalding 1985), the final blow to 

the SAM came in the form of a recovery agreement with the IMF 

that called for a number of austerity measures (i.e., reduced 

governmental spending). The doors of the SAM offices were 

closed in November 1982 (Austin & Esteva 1987:363), and it was 

clear that the incoming president Miguel de la Madrid would 

not renew the strategy of the SAM. A new food program was made 

public in mid-October 1983, but the application of the program 

was not expected to produce its full effects until 1984 
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(Summary of PRONAL, in Austin & Esteva 1987: 329) • 

Although, L6pez Portillo attempted to control the fall of 

basic consumption at the end of his administration, he had 

imposed a price control policy that affected some 5,000 items 

(just after the devaluation of the peso in February 1982). His 

successor readily released the price controls on 4,700 

"nonessential" items and kept price caps (25% increase) for 

some 300 essential products (Hellman 1983:230-1). Prices of 

key staples like tortillas increased more than 100 percent by 

August 1982, and another 40 percent the following summer 

(Spalding 1985:1258). These types of changes in food 

availability in 1982 and 1983 produced an average decrease in 

protein consumption of 15 percent, but the consumption of 

animal proteins was reduced by 50 percent in that same period 

(Summary of PRONAL, in Barkin and Esteva 1987:329). 

In the next section I will present the new food program 

sponsored by the administration of president Miguel de la 

Madrid (1982-1988). 

The National Food Program (1983-1988) 

Spalding notes that the successor of the SAM, the 

Programa Nacional de Alimentaci6n, was a direct descendant of 

SAM but on a smaller scale. This new program recognized the 

continued presence of the food problems in Mexico, and 

restated the state's responsibility to respond to this 



situation. In spalding's own words, 

this program was a substantially reduced 
version of its predecessor, with less ambitious 
objectives, a lower political profile, and 
decreased financial backing. It did not maintain 
subsidies on production inputs, and instead 
emphasized improved guaranteed prices as the tool 
to stimulate increased production. It also reduced 
consumer subsidies, narrowing the range of food 
that would be subsidized, and delimiting the 
population to recei ve these subsidies (Spalding 
1985:1259) 
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In October of 1983, during his introductory speech to the 

Programa Nacional de Alimentaci6n (PRONAL), president De la 

Madrid made renewed promises to reduce inequalities in food 

consumption. He stated that "the path to an egalitarian 

society goes through a stage of overcoming poverty conditions 

and, particularly, the malnutrition still affecting important 

groups of our society" (quoted by Austin and Esteva 1987: 316) • 

Such goals could be reached, he said, by a re-organization of 

the systems of production and distribution, with new patterns 

of food consumption. 

However, the administration of De la Madrid implicitly 

recognized that large subsidies utilized in the past may have 

been sidetracked and ended up with greater benefits for the 

middle and upper classes. In his presentation of the Plan 

Nacional de Desarrollo. 1983-1988, he conceded that, 

In materia de redistribuci6n directa del ingreso 
via gasto, el crecimiento acelerado de los 
subsidios y las transferencias publicas no siempre 
ha favorecido a los grupos mas desprotegidos. 
Existen asi margenes importantes para reestructurar 



el sistema de subsidios, disminuir su monto total, 
eliminar los que de manera indiscriminada favorecen 
el consumo de los estratos medios y altos 0 amplian 
las utilidades del sector comercial 0 industrial, y 
fortalecer los que tienen un caracter directamente 
redistributivo (De la Madrid 1983:84). 
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The programs, apparently, had benefitted all sectors in a way 

that was not predicted by the SAM's goals. Moreover, the same 

plan acknowledged that 30 percent of the population of Mexico 

--located mainly in the center, south and southeast of the 

country-- suffered from low caloric and protein consumption 

(De la Madrid 1983:114; De la Vega 1985). 

If the SAM had the goals of independence, self-

sufficiency in staples production, and improved nutritional 

conditions, the new plan outlined a more moderate approach, 

championing a more adaptable concept of food sovereignty 

together with a short term focus on keepj.ng the nutritional 

standards at the current levels in an attempt to avoid further 

decreases in the level of consumption (idem pl15). The idea 

was to keep a guaranteed supply of a basic package of foods, 

at low cost, for the needy population (ibidem; see also De la 

Vega 1985). 

The National Development Program, which outlined the 

national strategies for 1982-1988, had a section on nutrition 

which set the guidelines for the PRONAL. This section was 

divided into four sUbsections: food production, processing, 

distribution and consumption. The strategies for improved 
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consumption levels had five goals: nutritional education for 

a better diet; a reorganization of subsidies to target, 

exclusively, low income populations; reinforcement of proper 

dietary habits; improved nutritional and dietary research; and 

better epidemiological assessment systems to follow 

nutritional and food consumption trends (De la Madrid 

1983:116). The PRONAL, besides its explicit target population 

in the rural areas, had an implicit focus on Mexico City, as 

the predominant urban center. 

To oversee the strategy of PRONAL, De la Madrid created 

the comisi6n Nacional Alimentaria. The commission was 

responsible for effective communication and coordination 

between the different sectors involved in the production, 

processing and distribution of foods (De la Vega 1985; Bourges 

1983). The commission also guided the use of subsidies to 

benefit the poor in rural and urban areas. 

The target population for the program was concentrated in 

three geographic areas: central, south and southeast (Spalding 

1985:1260). The target population was defined as those in the 

lowest income groups, about 40 percent of the Mexican 

population (33 to 38 million from 1984 to 1988). The 

"preferential target population" was composed of children and 

women that were pregnant or lactating, a total of over six 

million people (Summary of PRONAL in Austin & Esteva 

1987:330). 
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The list of priority foods included in PRONAL was short, 

but included: corn tortillas, beans, wheat, rice, sugar, oils 

and fats, poultry, eggs, milk and fish (Austin & Esteva 

1987:330). Subsidies were designed to reach mostly food 

producers and the targeted consumers (idem p337). The goals of 

the subsidies within PRONAL were 

prote~tion of the consumption of priority 
products ~n marginal rural and urban zones, 
discouragement of speculation and price increases, 
adequate compensation of primary producers, and 
protection of consumers' purchasing power (Barkin 
and Esteva 1987:337). 

Even though PRONAL appeared to retreat from heavy state 

intervention in agricultural production, in 1985 the 

administration announced a new branch of the food program: the 

PRONADI, a national program of integral rural development that 

would direct government attempts to link "food, agriculture 

and agrarian reform strategies (Austin & Esteva 1987:369). The 

PRONADI brought the national food program in closer line with 

the strategies of its predecessor, the SAM. 

On the consumption side of the PRONAL, the actual effects 

seem to have provided a safety net that prevented a huge 

nutritional calamity. Calva (1988) maintains that the PRONAL 

did not have a real impact in terms of improving or sustaining 

food consumption. The regressive trend in real salaries was 

more important and the structural change it produced had a 

detrimental impact on food consumption. PRONAL may have 

ameliorated the full impact of the nutritional deficit, but it 
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did not change the fact that meager salaries could not buy 

much of anything even at reduced prices (Calva 1988:46-ff). 

Calva also observes that consumption of tortillas replaced 

consumption of other foods of higher nutritional value, but 

even per capita consumption of corn diminished by 1985-86 

compared to 1981-82 standards (Calva 1989:44-5). The shift in 

subsidy allocation did away with three key subsidies: poultry 

production, cooking oil production and the bread industry 

(Lopez Rosado 1988). Instead, even greater support went to 

milk and tortilla consumption. 

In 1984, there was a new emergency subsidy for urban 

consumption of corn tortillas, the Programa Nacional de 

Tortilla Subsidiada, which provided a 75 percent savings for 

consumers on the already low official price for tortillas. The 

program was reinforced in 1986 by the new system for the 

distribution of tortilla-coupons in 183 urban areas (Lopez 

Rosado 1988:530). These coupons, the famous tortibonos, were 

distributed to unions and other popular organizations, with 

the goal of reaching a target population of 15 million people 

by 1987. A concomitant milk distribution strategy had the goal 

of making large amounts of subsidized milk, up to a 70 percent 

subsidy, available in five cities to 1.1 million households 

with incomes lower than two minimum salaries (Lopez Rosado 

1988:573). 

The CONASUPO system had a primary role in the National 
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Development Plan 1983-1988, which linked two food distribution 

programs (the National Distribution System and the Program of 

Distribution to Urban Marginal Zones) to CONASUPO's growing 

responsibilities. By 1985, Distribuidora CONASUPO (DICONSA) 

had 14,000 stores spread across the country (including some 

12,500 in rural areas). DICONSA also provided direct corn 

products to some 21,000 tortilla factories, and supported --in 

a set of agreements with the union front Congreso del Trabajo

- 253 stores specifically serving union workers (R. Salinas 

1988). During 1984, the CONASUPO system channeled the 

distribution of 100,100 metric tons of subsidized tortillas, 

and by 1985 it expected to handle 300,000 tons at a cost of 

7,000 million pesos (idem p22). 

CONASUPO also targeted the urban working class with 

specific programs. The agreement with the union front Congreso 

del Trabajo called for food allotments to exclusively benefit 

workers, among others the distribution of a 4.5 million peso 

subsidy bonus for tortillas and 1.1 million in food baskets 

(Salinas 1988:180). 

Official prices set by the government lost ground during 

the period of 1983-1986. Those prices targeted basic 

foodstuffs that would increase rapidly in price under 

inflationary pressures. The government response was to keep 

the price of basic foodstuffs slightly under the rate of the 

increase of the minimum salary. According to Lopez Rosado 
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(1988), scrutiny of costs, prices and utilities was required 

to decide if subsidies were needed to maintain the 

official/controlled prices. By the end of 1982, the food items 

with price controls were reduced to 110 generic products. By 

the end of 1986, a new approach to price controls further 

reduced the list of regulated items down to 23 items included 

in the basic food basket. By 1987, most price controls were 

gone (Lopez Rosado 1988:567-8). 

An overview of the yearly production of main staples in 

Mexico can help us understand the actual yearly variation in 

agricultural production. This can then be compared to 

CONASUPO's buying patterns in those years (see Tables 4.6 and 

4.7) • 

As may be observed in Table 4.6, the year with the best 

production of the four basic grains for human consumption was 

1983 with a total of 18,218 tons, followed by 1987 with 

17,636. The lowest annual production was in 1980 with 16,539 

tons. If population increases are taken into account, the per 

capita production of the four basic grains shows that 1983 was 

still the best year with 250 kgs/person, followed by 1980 with 

238 kg/person, and 1987 with 227 kg/person. So, if production 

had an important impact on food availability, then our samples 

should indicate better food consumption in 1983, followed by 

1980 and 1987. 
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TABLE 4.6 

AGRICULTURAL OUTPUT PER YEAR 

(thousands of metric tons) 

YEAR CORN BEANS WHEAT RICE SORGHUM 

1980 12 / 374 935 2,785 445 4,689 

1981 14,766 1,469 3,189 644 6,296 

1982 10,147 1,093 4,468 600 4,956 

1983 13,061 1,282 3,460 415 4,846 

1984 12,910 960 4 505 484 5,009 

1985 14,103 912 5,214 808 6,597 

1986 11,721 1 085 4,770 545 4,833 

1987 11,607 1,023 4,415 591 6,298 
Source: NAFINSA 1988:121. 
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TABLE 4.7 

CONASUPO'S GRAIN IMPORTS AND BASIC GRAIN INVENTORY 

Year Tons Imported* Tons Inventory** 

1980 6,291 (71%) 8,231 

1981 6,883 (46%) 13,333 

1982 3,510 (30%) 9,828 

1983 11,020 (75%) 12,399 

1984 8,338 (63%) 10,184 

1985 4,316 (40%) 9,851 

1986 2,261 (29%) 7 321 

1987 2,806 (34%) 8,718 
~ Source: Perez & Romero ~n Garav~to & Bolivar 1988:318-9. 

* Grain imports by CONASUPO, and in parenthesis the 
percentage of total grain buys by CONASUPO. 

** Total basic grains purchased by CONASUPO. 

The Table 4.7 shows a similar trend in CONASUPO's 

capacity to bring basic grains to the tables of Mexicans. The 

year with the greatest inventory of staples was 1983, followed 

by 1987 and 1980. However, we do not know the exact timing of 

distribution to retails stores for sale. If the inventory was 

released within the same year of purchase, then 1983 would 

emerge as a year of a moderate increase in food consumption by 

households. Our study will tell us if such was the case. 
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Food Supply Policies and Mexico city 

Mexico city is the most important urban center in 

Mexico in terms of food supply. On the one hand, its 

population size and its proximity to political power makes 

Mexico city a frequent recipient of food subsidies and 

benefits (Hewitt 1987b). On the other hand, the control by 

wholesalers of large shares of the national produce output, 

grain production and other food items makes them virtually co

participants of any food program implementation (idem). 

Moreover, Mexico city is the region that houses most of food 

processing industries (Zepeda & Perez 1988). 

It is not clear what the full impact of food programming 

during the eighties was, because of government officials' 

reluctance to address explicitly how much was spent in the 

capital city versus the rest of the country. Besides, it is 

difficult to track each separate flow of resources that enters 

Mexico city through the city government and various federal 

agencies. 

The fact is that the population in the capital not only 

paid, on average, less than most of the other states for 

consumer goods and food (Hewitt 1987b; Mendez & Zorrilla 

1986), but by 1980 they also had absorbed about half of all 

government funds for maize subsidies, and "40% of all funds 

earmarked for subsidies on the consumption of white bread" 

(Hewitt 1987b:190). Rello & Sodi (1989:234) also note that 
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CONASUPO sold up to 26 percent of its corn supply, 30 percent 

of its beans, and 38 percent of its rice in the Distrito 

Federal. 

In sum, Mexico city monopolizes the demand for foods in 

the country; its hunger for food products is such that the 

demand for some key food products in the city (25% of the 

population in Mexico) represents up to 50 percent of the 

national demand (Hewitt 1987b; Zepeda & Perez 1988). Salinas 

(1988) also points out that at least 30 percent of the 

national egg production is consumed in Mexico city. The 

capital is characterized by a large surplus of industrialized 

or processed food products and a deficit in the production of 

primary goods (Zepeda & Perez 1988). The private food 

wholesalers, however, make up for this deficit monopolizing 

huge portions of the national food market. Hewitt points out 

that 

••. it seems likely that resident of the capital 
around the turn of this decade had at their 
disposal some 1,200,000 tons of fresh fruits and 
vegetables, and 300,000 tons each of fresh beef and 
eggs. The figures for fruits, vegetables, beef, and 
eggs represent between 40 and 50% of all marketed 
national production (Hewitt 1987b:173). 

In the end, in spite of renewed efforts to re-focus the 

flow of food products towards the rural areas, both the SAM 

and PRONAL had to supply the capital city with huge amounts of 

cheap, subsidized foods. The SAM attempted, at least 

theoretically, to break away from the pattern of 
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centralization of food marketing and consumption, but in 

reality, it also poured funds into the city in a variety of 

ways. The PRONAL had explicit guidelines that made the rural 

population the target of most of the benefits of its food 

programs (De la Madrid 1983; Salinas 1988), but it was set up 

to deal with urban food problems. President De la Madrid had 

made supplying foods to Mexico City one of the challenges to 

be met by his administration (De la Madrid 1988), and Raul 

Salinas had implicitly recognized that the goals of DICONSA (a 

CONASUPO subsidiary) were to set up stores in urban areas and 

distribute tortilla coupons and food baskets (Salinas 1988). 

Although, at this point I cannot assess the overall 

impact of the two programs in question, it appears that in 

spite of the rhetoric about decentralization and repeated 

calls for a greater focus on the rural areas, Mexico City 

held a dominant position in food programming and federal 

spending during the eighties. In light of the previous 

observations, I would expect that the pressure to 

significantly curtail household food consumption was less 

pronounced in Mexico City than elsewhere in Mexico, and 

certainly a lot less than in any given rural area of the 

country. 



175 

The Need to Assess the Real Impact of the SAM and PRONAL 

Although it is well-known that a "new" national food 

program, replacing PRONAL, was presented by President Salinas 

in August 1990, (his own version of a Programa Nacional de 

Alimentacion), it seems odd that the rationale for launching 

this program was to address the same types of nutrition 

problems that the SAM and PRONAL had attempted to solve (cf. 

Cuadernos de Nutricion 1991). This new program continued the 

state's efforts to keep the food consumption levels of the 

working poor under some degree of protection against the still 

prevalent high prices for foodstuffs. 

A study of real food consumption changes at the household 

level seems necessary to assess if these programs actually 

improved nutrition or if they merely served as a safety net to 

prevent a widespread surge of more severe malnourishment among 

large segments of the population comprising about one-third of 

Mexico's citizens. 
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CHAPTER 5 

METHODS, RESEARCH DESIGN AND POPULATION SAMPLE 

The principal goal of this research is to analyze the 

impact that the restructuring of the value of labor had on the 

food consumption of the three main classes in the Distrito 

Federal. 

The setting of this research is Mexico's capital city, 

the most densely populated urban center in Mexico. The 

Distrito Federal is an excellent setting for an inquiry into 

the changing patterns of class consumption of basic 

foodstuffs. The city has the highest concentration of Mexico's 

economic and political elites, as well as the largest sector 

of its middle class population (including, among others, 

middle level officials, managers, and professionals), and the 

largest concentration of urban working class (including those 

in the huge informal sector) in the nation. 

These elements suggest that Mexico city is at the center 

of contradictory forces (economic, political, demographic, 

etc.) that shape the people's access to key resources for 

survival and reproduction. 

In this chapter, I will present the rationale behind and 

organization of my research strategy, which focuses on 

obtaining direct material evidence of food consumption from 

households that represent particular class segments in the 

capital city. There are four key elements needed to attain 
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this goal. First, a review of the archeological methods used 

in the study of household refuse is needed. Second, a working 

def ini tion of class and class segments in Mexico must be 

outlined. Third, an understanding of the sociodemographic 

correlates of such classes in the Distrito Federal during the 

decade of the eighties must be established. Lastly, an 

adequate description of the specific techniques that allow the 

observation and recording of direct traces of household food 

consumption is required. 

The Archaeological Approach to Material Culture 

The previous chapter has provided the basis for 

understanding the two main trends affecting the availability 

of foodstuffs, and food consumption at the household level. 

One trend is the continuous decrease in the actual value of 

labor, the reduction in salary, and the widening gap between 

earnings from labor and the prices of goods. The other trend 

is the attempt by the government to prevent extensive 

deterioration in the diet of a target population by 

implementing food policies and programs like SAM and PRONAL. 

There is a clear need for detailed studies of the actual 

impact, at the household level, of these two contradictory 

trends, the economic crisis and official food policies. An 

accurate assessment of the "intersection" of these two trends 

for a given historical population is quite difficult to obtain 
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from general data, since "per capita" figures only represent 

the most general estimation obtained from information on total 

production/sales divided by a population figure. The per 

capita index does not reflect detailed variability in the 

effects of any given national or regional trend (the case of 

Calva 1988; Moskoff & Ochoa 1990). similarly, when it comes to 

assessing the effectiveness of SAM and PRONAL, although it 

appears that there were some benefits at the level of "per 

capita" consumption in some regions of the country, just how 

those per capita estimates translate into actual consumption 

is unclear (cf. Bourges 1991). In the end, because most food 

policies, price controls and subsidies were universal, 

potentially anyone had access to cheaper prices, even those 

who were better off (Spalding 1984). A study that models the 

probable impact of SAM on income distribution illustrates a 

number of possible scenarios, most of which show that rural 

and urban workers would suffer from compressed salaries that 

SAM might not be able to overcome (Gibson et ale 1987:307). 

From a consideration of the actual timing of government 

food programs, which were implemented from 1980 to 1982 (SAM), 

and from 1983 to 1987 (PRONAL), we can deduct a number of 

probable outcomes in household food consumption. The general 

conditions set by the launching of the two food programs and 

the national economic problems point towards four possible 

trends in food consumption in Mexico city during the eighties. 
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Data on food consumption recorded by our study may provide a 

basis for assessing which of those four trends took place. 

The first possible trend would be an upward move in 

household consumption of food at three points in time (1980, 

1983 and 1987). The second trend would be a stable, unchanged, 

level of food consumption. These two trends seem unlikely, 

given the situation of great inflation and salary depression 

in those years. The third trend would be a sharp decrease in 

consumption by the 1983 sample, with a small recovery for 1987 

(this would mean that the food programs in effect in 1980 and 

1987 resulted in positive outcomes). A final trend would be a 

steady decrease in food consumption beginning in 1980, 

continuing in 1983 and ending with the lowest average 

consumption in 1987. This would indicate, among other things, 

the limitations of food programs and the prevalence of a 

consumption pattern closely tied to household budgetary 

constraints. 

In any case, few studies provide solid information on the 

impact of food policies on the population. A number of authors 

have indicated that in spite of the magnitude of state 

resources and direct intervention by means of SAM and PRONAL, 

solid research on the actual changes in consumption levels of 

particular populations within the country is rare (Shatan in 

Austin & Esteva 1987: 249; also Romero 1992: 43-4; spalding 

1985:1253; Fox 1992:117). Well documented studies like the one 
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conducted by Selby and colleagues (1990) are the exception. 

other studies conducted by the census department, INEGI ' s 

survey of household income and expenses, are a good baseline 

but are too general (INEGI 1989b, 1990c, 1992b), and National 

Institute of Nutrition studies seem to suffer from either the 

same generalist approach to populations or are too sporadic 

(INN 1976, 1977, and 1979; see also Coplamar 1979, 1982). 

Besides, most of such studies are based on a census-like 

approach to vast populations with large generic questionnaires 

that are applied by total strangers who do not have enough 

rapport to get accurate answers in critical areas of 

consumption. 

There is no doubt that the classes with the lowest food 

consumption levels are rural workers and small producers. The 

next level up is that of the urban working class. But 

regarding this population, it is unclear to what extent the 

food programs were able to alleviate their consumption 

problems. Was there a large gap in consumption between working 

and middle classes? Was there an increase or decrease in the 

class consumption gap during the 1980s? What was the impact 

of the food crisis on the middle classes? Did they, as Romero 

(1992:43) suggests, suffer a decline in consumption or were 

they able to take advantage, as suggested by Spalding 

(1984:1256; 1984:33), of the available subsidized foods? 

Thus, it is important to know in more detail which sector 
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of the population changed consumption patterns and to what 

extent such changes were significant as compared to their 

previous nutrition standards. Which sectors of the population 

had to take higher cuts in food acquisition, and which sectors 

could afford to change to cheaper food products (i.e., from 

packaged/prepared goods to unprocessed goods, from fancy foods 

to common staples) without decreasing the total amount of food 

consumed? 

To tackle such questions, this research uses the methods 

of archaeology, that is, the systematic collection and sorting 

of material culture (i.e., household refuse) to obtain 

information about daily life in a given society (Reid et ale 

1975; Rathje & Schiffer 1982; Schiffer 1987). One of the most 

relevant and consistent efforts to develop specific 

applications of this new approach in archeology was the work 

of Rathje and his colleagues in the University of Arizona's 

Garbage Project (Rathje 1981, 1984a; Hughes 1984; Rathje & 

Murphy 1992). Their research on household food use and waste, 

one robust branch of that project, provides the basis for the 

approach taken in this dissertation (Phillips et ale 1984; 

Rathje 1984b; cote 1984; Harrison et al 1979, 1983; Johnstone 

1986). 

The application of archaeological methods to contemporary 

societies can provide a unique view of the changes taking 

place in the household, such as modifications of food 
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consumption and preparation. The idea is that by sampling 

household garbage, one may collect rich evidence of daily 

activities that take place within the boundaries of the home, 

like food acquisition, preparation, and consumption (Rathje 

1981, 1984a; Hughes 1984). Although this method is not widely 

used in social anthropology, the potential of such an approach 

had been suggested in J. Goody's Cooking, cuisine and Class 

(1982). It is also part of a more general trend that pays 

closer attention to the relevance of material culture for 

social research (cf. Appadurai 1986). 

The innovation of this applied-archaeology method for 

food research consists in obtaining detailed evidence on four 

key areas of actual food consumption within the household: 1) 

the presence and absence of food items in the regular diet, 2) 

the frequency and quantity of food consumed in the household, 

3) the relative quality of the household diet in terms of 

overall composition (i.e., the proportional participation of 

food categories in the entire profile of the household diet), 

and 4) the actual amount and extent of food wastes (cf • 

Harrison et ale 1975, & 1983; Restrepo & Phillips 1982; Cote 

1984; Rathje 1984b; Dobyns & Rathje 1985; and Johnstone 1986). 

The systematic recording of garbage traces of food--food 

waste, food by-products, and food packaging--has been used 

wi th posi ti ve results in previous research on food consumption 

(Restrepo y Phillips 1982; Rathje 1984b; Cote 1984; Dobyns & 
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Rathje 1985). I believe that social anthropologists can gain 

a new perspective by applying this approach to the study of 

contemporary social organization. 

An added advantage is that this approach is well adapted 

for comparative research and for long-term studies (Rathje et 

al. 1985; Restrepo et al. 1991). Moreover, such research can 

be undertaken in an unobtrusive manner with the collaboration 

of the households that agree to participate in the study 

(Rathje 1979). The garbology approach is well suited for 

research with large sample groups which, in turn, provide 

better grounds for solid generalization of the results 

obtained (Restrepo & Phillips 1982; 

The Garbage Project's recording procedures allow us to 

gather information on the presence and absence of some 100 

food items from each household sample (cf. Hughes 1984). 

Therefore, the difference in frequency distribution along a 

large sample of households can be directly evaluated. We also 

have the advantage of obtaining a series of repeated samples 

that bring a new longitudinal dimension to the analysis. 

statistical tests can be used to assess significant 

changes in food consumption. We may also test differential 

food consumption patterns between socioeconomic classes. 

Another test may be used to evaluate changes in food use 

within the households. Finally, the changes through time in 

consumption patterns within the same group can also be tested. 
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The garbology approach can assess the presence and 

frequencies of food items in household refuse as indicative of 

food purchases and consumption. This constitutes a direct 

observation of traces left by daily eating and food 

preparation within the household. This approach is not based 

on verbal interactions and thus avoids the reactivity (biases) 

associated with verbal questionnaires (cf. Ritenbaugh 1984; 

Johnstone 1986). A common approach to research on food 

consumption has been to conduct interviews and surveys that 

focus on how people verbalize their strategies of food 

acquisition (INEGI 1989b, 1990c, 1992b). However, those 

interviews cannot be assumed to reflect all actual practices 

of food consumption (Harrison et al. 1983 and 1985; Ritenbaugh 

& Harrison 1984; and Dobyns & Rathje 1985). People may give a 

number of answers to a question, but those answers do not 

always correspond to their actual practices. with food, 

research has shown that people tend to over-report items they 

believe to be healthful food and thus appropriate consumer 

behavior, while under-reporting "junk" food, liquor and beer, 

candy, and other food items (Johnstone 1986). 

Research on food consumption that is based on interviews 

and questionnaires may give partial answers to research 

questions. For instance, reports do indicate that people are 

reducing their food intake in one way or another, but self

reports tend to be tricky when we seek detailed evidence on 
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foods that are not affordable, foods that are consumed 

occasionally, or food items that constitute the bulk of the 

diet. 

The garbology approach resolves some of these problems, 

for instance, I know of no report based on questionnaire data 

that mentions the extent and significance of food waste in 

Mexican urban areas. It is merely assumed that food waste 

(once-edible food resources) is, at this point, almost 

nonexistent in Mexico. Garbage studies, however, show that a 

significant portion of food resources (up to 10 percent of 

food purchased by households) will end up in the trash can 

(Restrepo and Phillips 1982). Did the tortibonos program also 

have an undesirable effect by generating more tortilla waste 

than before? I believe that such may be the case. This 

research could assess how many tons of tortillas were wasted 

per day in Mexico city at a time when the best use of food 

resources was in order. The study of garbage can tell us how 

some of the most expensive food items (candy, pastries, and 

"junk food") compare with other expensive food items like meat 

or dairy products. It can also tell us about consumption of 

soda pop, beer and alcohol, and the consumption of other items 

by indicating the frequencies of egg shells, vegetables and 

fruits, corn cobs and husks, as well as bread, rice, and pasta 

packaging. 
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Households and Class 

This section furnishes a working definition of class that 

will allow us to identify representative groups of the urban 

population that could be designated as members of a particular 

class to be sampled. Because of this, a review of the 

historical delimitation of classes in contemporary Mexican 

society is required. 

The following discussion is organized in two sUbsections: 

1) a brief comment about the conceptual relevance of the 

household within the larger research of class dynamics and 

food consumption in Mexico, and 2) the presentation of a 

working concept of class for this research 

Households and Their Pertinence to the study of Class 

Although households and families, per se, do not 

determine social classes, they are important since classes 

take particular configurations in social contexts through the 

actions of individuals, groups, institutions, and parties. The 

family and household are among the most important economic 

groups in society. Engels has discussed the importance of the 

family as "the molecules that form modern society," and as an 

primary "economic unit in society" (Engels 1976:83-4). 

Meillassoux (1981) and Palerm (1980), among many others, have 

discussed the important role played by the household in 

pooling resources and dealing with basic needs in making a 
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daily living. Households are, for our purposes, a locality for 

pooling many forms of resources needed for the social 

reproduction of a given population. The household is a common 

front that differentially uses its labor and human resources 

in a number of social niches (cf. Lloyd 1982:69; Netting et 

al. 1984; Velez-Ibanez 1983). Household members may hold 

formal jobs in industrial and service sectors, or may 

participate in informal sectors, and may even invest in human 

capital sending students to high school or higher educational 

levels. Each household encompasses a unique approach to the 

business of surviving and making a living. 

Towards a Working Definition of Class 

From the earlier review of the literature on class, in 

Chapter 2, it appears that a working definition needs to 

incorporate at least four conceptual elements: 1) basic 

reference to the formal definition that emerges from Marx's 

organization of production and ownership (Marx 1978; Marx and 

Engels 1959); 2) the Weber ian focus on consumption in the ways 

Portes and Walton (1981:173) and Lloyd (1982) have proposed; 

3) the description of class situations and social strata in 

specific historical contexts (Alonso 1976; stavenhagen 1968; 

1969) with particular attention to the urban poor, the 

informal sector and the working class (Worsley 1984; Portes & 

Walton 1981); and 4) both the original understanding of family 
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in Engels (1979), along with the anthropological development 

of the household as a locality for the physical reproduction 

of labor (as in Palerm 1980; Meillassoux 1981; Selby et ale 

1990). 

The idea is to avoid a simplistic approach that imposes 

income and status categories to define population groups. 

Whetten (1968) has taken such an approach in defining three 

classes in Mexico. The high class is identified by wealth, 

prestige, refinement, a sense of lineage, and "culture. II 

While the middle classes are cultural imitators of the 

lifestyle of the high class, they have small shops and 

businesses, education, and they make a living from working 

rather than from rent extraction. The low class is confined to 

manual work: they have lower living standards in terms of 

housing, education, and nutrition and they have low rates of 

participation in formal institutions (Whetten 1968: 50-1) . 

Status models such as Whetten's are largely based on 

assumptions of personal achievement by means of education, and 

social mobility or class permeability that allows individuals 

to attain social positions (i.e. Ratinoff 1967; see also the 

work of Lewis 1959). This type of ahistorical class model 

purely based on arbitrary indexes of wealth achievement and 

psycho-cultural traits, has been widely criticized in serious 

studies of classes (Stavenhagen 1968, 1969; Alonso 1976; Llyod 

1982; Worsley 1984; Portes & Walton 1981). 
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Next, I want to provide a historical background for the 

development of classes in Mexico. An exhaustive review of the 

historical roots of the class division in Mexico is beyond the 

scope of this work. I will focus on this century, particularly 

on the historic redefinition of class structure following the 

Mexican Revolution (1910-1917). 

The revolution was a violent war that served capitalist 

expansion more than it furthered the causes for which masses 

of peasants and workers gave their blood. Gilly (1979) has 

suggested that the revolution was a conflict between Maderists 

representing the novel and dynamic industrial bourgeoisie 

which demanded a larger share of control and legitimacy, and 

the old Porfirian oligarchy based on land (Gilly 1979:27). 

This was a "bourgeois revolution" combined with a popular 

revolution (that of the zapatistas, and other popular forces) . 

The revolution was bourgeoisie in the sense that at the time 

of its triumph, industrial capitalism shaped and organized the 

state and the economy. C6rdova (1979), in turn, believes 

that the revolution was, in large part, a revolution of the 

people, the masses (C6rdova 1979: 59). Those masses had an 

important stake in the creation of the modern Mexican state, 

but they were also used to clear the way for capitalist 

expansion and renewed strategies of development. The 

Porfirista era may have provided the platform for capitalist 

expansion, but by the early 1910's, it was a closed system 
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that obstructed further progress (C6rdova 1979:64-5). 

The revolution, following Gilly (1979:29) and C6rdova 

(1979:66), resulted in a redefinition of classes in three 

general categories: proletariat (peasants, peons and urban 

laborers), the middle sectors (petty bourgeoisie, small 

owners, the educated intelligentsia), and the bourgeoisie 

(industrial capitalist and land owners/terratenientes). 

Alonso (1976:109) sees class divisions in Mexico as a 

two-tiered system, with further segmentation of each class 

into masses or basic groups and the controlling elites. The 

working class has a political elite of union and peasant 

leaders, along with the dissidents, while the group of owners 

(large and petty owners alike), managers and middle 

bureaucracy exert political control through political 

administrators and military elites. 

The revolution in Mexico also produced a change in the 

agrarian structure of the country, moving from the polarized 

system that prevailed during the Porfirista period (that is, 

the division between a handful of large property owners and a 

majority of landless peasants) to a number of social 

categories in rural Mexico. Stavenhagen (1969: 96), groups land 

holdings into four strata of private owners (the 

minifundistas, the middle peasantry, the bourgeoisie peasant 

and the large land owners), that coexist side by side with the 

landless peasants (peones) and the ejidatarios. Stavenhagen 
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(1968, 1969) also has pointed out the complexities of class 

and stratification in regions with a combined presence of 

ladinos and Indian communities. Today, Mexican indigenous 

populations are still primarily poor peasants and urban 

workers (after migration). 

In contemporary Mexico we can define four major classes 

or class situations on the basis of their relations to the 

process of production: the peasantry in rural areas, the urban 

working class, the middle sectors in both urban and rural 

areas, and the economic/political elites. I differentiate 

between peasants and workers because their use of labor, 

patterns of surplus value extraction, access to means of 

production, and reproduction strategies are basically 

different (cf. Palerm 1980; Stavenhagen 1968, 1969). These 

four classes produce a number of strata or sub-classes due to 

the regional and historical conditions of their development. 

They also interact with populations from multiple ethnic 

communities to form, in some areas, caste-like stratification 

systems (i.e., Chiapas, Yucatan, among many others). 

My working definition of classes focuses on the 

identification of three main classes represented in the 

Distrito Federal: working, middle, and elite. 1 The working 

class includes both the workers incorporated into the formal 

• Here I am following the ideas developed by Lloyd 
(1982), Portes & Walton (1981), and Worsley (1984). 
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labor market, as well as the army of reserve workers that find 

a niche in the informal economy. 

The urban middle classes can be defined as those that are 

not strictly under full blown conditions of exploitation (i.e. 

urban labor surplus extraction). This includes managers, 

professionals, some technicians, professors and educators, 

middle level bureaucrats and public service personnel, as well 

as the small to medium business owners and merchants. That is, 

the middle class is composed of those who own some means of 

production on a moderate scale, or own their lines of trade 

and distribution, or have some professional niche to exploit. 

The middle classes comprise a wide array of strata from 

radical university professors to officials in the army, to 

retail traders and more. 

The elites are made up of foreign owners of international 

companies and their representatives, the local bourgeoisie, 

and the elite of politicians and administrators (including 

the military). 

The national classes form the global or total class 

structure of a nation and are represented in particular ways 

in any given geographic locality. These local representatives 

of the national class are what I call a "class segment." 

Class segments, however, are not factions or strata (Worsley 

1984:228-40 uses the term "segments" in such a manner), but 

geographic allocations of population in rural or urban areas. 
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The idea of class segments is more flexible, since it 

attempts to specify the overall conditions of large groups of 

population living in a particular geographic location. It also 

incorporates elements from labor (job/occupation), income 

(wages, salaries), and housing. 

The next step is to outline the distinctive indices that 

correlate with class differences and which may be used to 

identity each class segment in the Distrito Federal. In this 

way, we can identify urban tracts or neighborhoods that could 

be taken as representative of the range of population in a 

particular class segment. 

This study does not define classes, in a general sense, 

in Mexico. Rather, I have attempted to apply the basic 

parameters defining classes in order to identify class groups 

in the target population of Distrito Federal. 
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The Target Population 

The target population is the universe of people living in 

the Distrito Federal. These population groups provided the 

framework for the development of a household sampling 

strategy. We had to identify a specific number of urban areas 

that have consistent characteristics that highlight each class 

segment. A final step was to specify the size of the total 

sample as well as the sample size for each sub-sample (class 

segments). 

To identify target population groups that correspond to 

segments of classes, four types of census information may be 

used to provide further insight into their classification: 

owners/nonowners, occupational activities, the economic 

sector, and income. 

Only 4.5 percent of the active population is identified 

as owner, entrepreneur, or high ranking official, although not 

all of them would be large-scale business owners or 

administrators (INEGI 1984a:39). The 1980 Census recorded 

that 4.9 percent of people working had earnings above the 

highest index ($22,171 pesos/month or more), while in the 1990 

census, 3.5 percent had incomes greater than ten times the 

minimum salary. Our own research indicated that 4.5 percent 

of the population in the Distrito Federal had an income above 

eleven times the minimum salary in 1980 (Restrepo & Phillips 

1982:30). 
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I believe that the local bourgeoisie comprises no more 

than 5 percent of the population in Distrito Federal. Munoz et 

ale (1977:231) have proposed a number of occupational 

parameters that fit this class segment: high ranking officials 

and elected officials (legislators); generals and colonels; 

public officials and executive personal (nonowners) with more 

than fifty people under their jurisdiction; and finally the 

owners, which may be professionals, specialists, artisans, 

wholesalers, administrators, and farmers with fifty or more 

people working for them. Such occupations generally correspond 

to Lloyd's (1982:49) definition of local dominant groups in 

Third World nations. He maintains that local elites are made 

up of representatives of foreign ownership, old landed 

oligarchies with footholds in finance and industry sectors, 

local industry owners, and a cadre of public officials and 

army officers. 

The urban middle class is, 

represented in the Distrito Federal, 

I believe, strongly 

the seat of a huge 

bureaucratic apparatus made up of the federal government, 

universities, retail, service and industry. They hold a great 

number of positions in what Lloyd (1982:50) refers to as an 

intermediate segment of nonmanual work that makes use of 

education and entrepreneurship on a modest scale. Among this 

middle class we find clerks, office employees, mid-level 

officials, managers, administrators, professionals, 
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technicians, professors, and teachers. Three occupational 

strata in Munoz et ale (1977:231-33) more or less correspond 

to such a middle class segment, which includes professionals, 

officials, administrators and other nonowners who supervise 

anywhere from one to five people up to fifty people. It also 

includes the category of owners of shops, small and medium 

industries, and businesses that employ up to fifty workers. 

In terms of income, the middle groups have a significant 

range of variation. At the individual level, middle class 

definition could be based on a personal income ranging from 

more than two minimum salaries to up to ten minimum salaries. 

This segment constitutes roughly 30 to 33 percent of the 

working population in the Distrito Federal (INEGI 1984a:44j 

1992:68). 

Lloyd (1982: 50) includes in the urban working class those 

employees in the industrial and commercial sectors, the public 

sector and those in the informal sector. The general traits 

are manual labor from skilled to unskilled, and nonownership 

of the means of production (except for the tools of 

independent workers and domestic shops). Out of the seven 

occupational strata proposed by Munoz et ale (1977), three 

could be identified as urban working class. Two of those 

strata include a wide range of skilled and semi-skilled 

workers, operators, artisans, independent workers and 

industrial workers, wage employees, clerks, office and 
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administrative personnel, and service workers. 

Below these formal urban workers there is another stratum 

which is formed by urban marginal occupational categories in 

which wages below the minimum salary prevail: street hawkers, 

unskilled service workers, unskilled industrial workers, and 

unskilled construction workers (Munoz 1977:84-90). Worsley 

(1984:196) has identified up to ten occupational categories 

that define the urban poor. These categories range from 

workers in industry, casual work, street-vendors, service 

sector personnel, deviant occupations (i.e. criminals, 

prostitutes), refuse collectors, self-employed artisans and 

technicians, workers in sweat shops, and domestic workers in 

family enterprise. 

In fact, if we add up the basic occupations that form the 

working class in the 1980 census, we get a figure of 2,050,570 

workers, or 62 percent of the 3,312,581 people who make up the 

economically active population in the Distrito Federal (INEGI 

1984a:39). The above occupations include only non-owners: 

artisans and workers, apprentices and auxiliary workers, 

office personnel, 

workers, domestic 

police/protection. 

retail clerks, street 

workers, transport 

sellers, service 

operators, and 

According to the general parameters of occupation, it 

would be appropriate to say that the majority of the 

inhabitants of the capital city constitute a huge working 
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class segment. This segment includes both the workers in the 

formal sector of the economy (with a average income close to 

the minimum salary), who make up 30 percent of the working 

population, and those making a living in the informal sector 

(most of them earning incomes below the legal minimum salary) , 

comprised of up to 30 percent of the economically active 

population. 

In terms of income ranges, census data from 1980 and 1990 

in the Distrito Federal indicate that at least 55 percent of 

the economically active population received up to twice the 

minimum salary (INEGI 1984a:44i 1992:69). Moreover, this 

figure could reach 65 percent if we take into consideration 

the 10 percent of the population that did not report their 

income. 

To sum up, most of the economically active population in 

the Distrito Federal is working class (at least 55 percent and 

possibly closer to 65 percent). The local bourgeoisie is a 

small group of less than five percent, and about one-third (30 

to 35 percent) of those economically active are middle class. 

The socioeconomic conditions in Mexico during the eighties 

seem to suggest a trend towards the proletarianization of at 

least some parts of the middle class. 
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The Sampled Households 

This section describes the process of selecting a series 

of household sample groups that represent the outlined class 

segments. 

Even though the focus in previous sections was on a class 

definition based on a person's relation to the process of 

production, the shift towards a household focus is warranted 

by the basic rationale that the household is the key locality 

for physical reproduction (i.e., food consumption) following 

distinctive class parameters (Goody 1982:191; Engels 1979; 

Palerm 1980). 

In 1980, The Distrito Federal had 1,747,102 households 

with an average of over five members (INEGI 1984a:85). The 

economically active population was at 3,312,581 (idem p36) 

during the same year; this means that each household had an 

average of 1.9 working members. In 1990, there were 1,782,549 

households with an average of less than five members, and 1.6 

working members (INEGI 1992: 73; 1991a: 183). The research team 

identified fifteen types of neighborhoods that represented the 

range of class variations based on average income, 

occupational profile, housing and land use. Then the team 

identified specific neighborhoods that represented the fifteen 

class variations. At the same time we looked for a certain 

degree of internal homogeneity within the same neighborhood, 

since older neighborhoods often houses people from diverse 
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classes. To this end, the research group used census data, 

visual recognizance, personal experience of the native 

research members, and a number of city aerials, marketing, and 

street maps (cf. Restrepo & Phillips 1982:172-4). 

The result of this process was a classification of five 

target groups. Group one was made up three neighborhoods with 

a similar composition in terms of income and occupations, but 

with a variation in the quality of housing. One of these 

neighborhoods was a ciudad perdida, in which housing was built 

by their occupants with non-permanent materials ranging from 

assorted bricks to recycled wood boards and tin roofs. The 

vecindades were in a poor neighborhood with multi-family 

housing, constructed of what is considered permanent materials 

(brick and mortar). The last neighborhood was representative 

of single-household units. The average household income for 

these neighborhoods was below the minimum salary. 

Group two was comprised of four neighborhoods with 

different housing characteristics. Two of the neighborhoods 

were apartment complexes, the third was a multi-family 

neighborhood built of permanent materials, and the last was a 

single household public housing development. The average 

income ranged from the minimum salary to less than four times 

the minimum salary. 

Group three was formed by four neighborhoods. One 

neighborhood was made up of public housing developments, 
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another of single household units, another of apartment 

complexes, and the last of multi-family units with permanent 

materials. The average household income ranged from four to 

seven times the minimum salary. 

Group four contained only two neighborhoods, one of 

single household units and the other of apartment complexes. 

The average household income ranged from eight to eleven times 

the minimum salary. 

Group five was formed of one neighborhood of single 

household units and another neighborhood of apartment 

complexes. The income range was over eleven times the minimum 

salary. 

The working class sample comes from groups one and two, 

with household incomes that range from less than one minimum 

salary to less than four times the minimum salary. In the 

previous section I indicated that two minimum salaries were 

the top range of the formal working class, however that figure 

was at the level of individual salaries. since there is an 

average of two working members per household, it seems 

appropriate to set the range of working class households at 

below four times the minimum salary. This class segment will 

represent about 65 percent of our sampled households, drawn 

from eight different neighborhoods. 

The middle-class segment sample is represented by groups 

three and four (a total of five neighborhoods). Their average 
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household income ranges from four to seven minimum salaries. 

The project collected 30 percent of household samples from 

this class segment. 

Finally, the local bourgeoisie segment is represented by 

group five (two neighborhoods), with an average household 

income above eleven times the minimum salary. Only five 

percent of the samples were drawn from this elite group. 

This stratified structure for sample collection provided 

the platform for our fieldwork. The sample size 

was determined with the goal of obtaining a representative 

sample that allows for generalization of results. Given that 

the target population of households in Distrito Federal is 

composed of 1.75 million household units, a size of 1,000 

households stratified by class was considered large enough to 

capture an entire range of variation in the distribution of 

frequencies of food consumption. This total sample size was 

stratified by class to represent the proportions of the 

population assigned to each class. The working class was 

represented by 65 percent of the samples, the middle class by 

30 percent, and the high class by five percent (cf. Phillips, 

Restrepo and Rathje 1984:141). 

Each sample consisted of the food refuses and debris of 

one household, representing several days of household disposed 

wastes. This collection of household food-related refuse was 

sorted and each food item recorded on a special form. 
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The project had a team of ten sorters who were trained in 

the procedures of sorting and recording food wastes and 

related products like packaging and the by-products of food 

preparation. Practice sorting sessions were held until all 

invol ved had a grasp of the standardized procedures. Two 

knowledgeable supervisors oversaw the work of the team. Each 

fieldwork season took four to five months, including daily 

collection, sorting and recording of some twenty samples. 

After 1980, when the sample size was set at the goal of 

1000 household samples to be collected and sorted, the two 

following projects would attempt to follow the same sampling 

strategy and keep the sample size within the original goals. 

The actual samples collected for each project are shown in 

Table 5.1, which details the sample size by class for each 

sampled year. 

The first project in 1980 collected 945 refuse samples 

from the fifteen neighborhoods selected for study. The second 

and third projects replicated the initial sample selection 

procedure in order to minimize new variability sources and 

assure comparability with the first sample. In the fall of 

1983, a total of 998 residential refuse samples were collected 

from the same fifteen neighborhoods. In the fall of 1987 we 

collected another 382 household refuse samples. In spite of 

our efforts, budget constraints forced us to sample a smaller 

number of households in 1987. The decision was made to cut 
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each neighborhood sample to one-third of the original sample 

size used in 1980. Since we collected more than 100 samples 

from working and middle class neighborhoods in 1987, we do not 

anticipate problems in comparing this sample with the previous 

two. A low sample size for the upper class, twenty households, 

poses the only possible problem. It does not invalidate the 

main results for working and middle classes, but it may 

generate some type of bias in the 1987 sample of the elite 

neighborhoods. The total weight of household garbage collected 

and sorted by our teams during the three Mexican projects 

amounts to more than 12.5 metric tons. 

CLASS 

TABLE 5.1 

SAMPLES BY CLASS 

1980 

Working Class Sample Size 652 

Middle Class Sample Size 240 

High Class Sample Size 53 

TOTALS 945 

1983 1987 

666 257 

280 105 

52 20 

998 382 
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The techniques used for data collection were developed 

originally by Rathje's Garbage Project (Rathje 1984; Hughes 

1984). Those procedures were later adapted, with the 

collaboration of the Centro de Ecodesarrollo in Mexico, to a 

Spanish version, adjusted to capture the particular conditions 

in the Distrito Federal (Restrepo and Phillips 1982; Phillips 

et al. 1984). 

The projects had a set of goals to guide the research 

activities. The food-related data base obtained from the 1980 

project has been analyzed by Restrepo and Phillips (Restrepo 

& Phillips 1982; Phillips et al. 1984). Another review of the 

first data base was done by Rathje, working with Reilly and 

Hughes (Rathje et al. 1985). They conducted a comparative 

analysis of the 1980 data base, using information on food 

items and related packaging from both Mexico and u.s. 

household garbage. 

After the success of the first project, the Garbage 

Project and the Centro de Ecodesarrollo adopted a long-term 

plan to generate a series of projects to allow for a 

longitudinal study of food consumption patterns in Mexico 

city. Those plans were accomplished in three projects that 

spanned almost a decade. The three resulting projects used the 

same general methods, research design, sampling procedure, and 
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recording techniques. The overall strategy took explicit steps 

towards ensuring that the three sets of household garbage 

samples were comparable in all regards. These data sets were 

designed to provide us with an excellent vantage point for 

obtaining an objective, diachronic assessment of food resource 

acquisi tion and consumption by Mexican households in the 

capital city. 

The actual fieldwork was done in three seasons, most of 

which was completed during the fall of each sampled year. 

Correspondingly, three work teams were involved in the entire 

project. Besides the project co-directors Dr. Rathje and Dr. 

Restrepo, and the field supervisor W. Hughes, the research 

activities required the participation of a crew of ten 

workers, a driver, data processing personnel, and an assistant 

supervisor. More than fifty people from EI Centro de 

Ecodesarrollo were involved in the three projects. 2 

2. Even though I was not a participant in the research 
during the 1980 and 1983 field seasons, I did participate 
in all preparation, training, and fieldwork activities 
during the 1987 season. Unfortunately the 1980 and 1983 
computer data tapes were destroyed in the 1985 
earthquake, leaving behind only printouts. I had the 
laborious job of data re-entry in order to make the 
information available for computer-based analysis. I also 
entered and edited the 1987 data from the original 
recording forms. These tasks forced me to review the data 
bases a number of times, giving me a solid understanding 
of their structure and other crucial details. 
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The Collection of Samples 

The sample unit for this research is defined as a 

household garbage pickup. Hughes has defined the pickup as 

"all of the refuse set out by an individual household on a 

pickup day for city collection" (Hughes 1984:42). That sample 

represents the total discards, debris, refuse, and trash 

accumulated by the household members during their daily 

activities, localized in or around the physical limits/borders 

of the house, over a period of time (two to four days in most 

cases in Mexico city). 

The actual collection was done directly by members of our 

research team. The collection of samples took place only after 

presenting the proper notifications and obtaining the required 

authorization from local city authorities. 

The supervisor designated a three-person team to collect 

samples during early mornings (I was a member of this team 

during the 1987 project). Each day, the collection team went 

to the scheduled neighborhoods and met wi th the municipal 

garbage crew working in the area. The collection team, then, 

proceeded to follow the garbage truck. In Mexico, people 

usually come out upon hearing a particular bell that 

identifies the garbage collection truck and crew. When 

residents came out to throw their garbage away, they were 

asked if we could take their garbage for study. The team took 

garbage samples from household residential units in particular 
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blocks assigned for that specific round of collections. 

The sample collection plan covered a span of four months. 

Some twenty samples were collected per day. Each day a 

different neighborhood was visited in order to spread the 

collection of all samples per neighborhood over a period of 

several weeks. city maps were used to identify block numbers 

in each neighborhood. A random sequence of those block numbers 

to be salnpled was generated. The same was done for residential 

uni ts wi thin the selected block. Selected residences were then 

targeted for sampling. Alternate samples were also designated 

as replacements for those households that did not participate 

in the study. 

Each sample was bagged and tagged as it was collected in 

the neighborhoods. The bagging of the sample assured us that 

no spillage, mixing, or loss of contents happened along the 

ride to the sorting area. Tags identified each sample in a 

number of ways: by date, neighborhood code number, and 

identification number. By late morning, the day's samples had 

been collected and placed in a storage room adjacent to the 

sorting area. 
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Data Recording strategy 

The sorting and recording procedures began by recording 

each sample's total weight in kilograms. The sorting team 

entered data on several forms provided for this purpose. Our 

data entry began with household information contained in the 

sample's identification: sample identification number, weight, 

date, and number of days represented by the sample. After 

that, all contents of each sample were spread over a table and 

the refuse was sorted by hand. 

The Garbage Project has developed a variety of procedures 

for sorting refuse. The one most relevant to this dissertation 

is a detailed, item-by-item recording of the sample contents-

also known by garbologists as the "regular sort." This 

procedure makes use of a list of 190 items usually present in 

household refuse. Those items range from various types of food 

debris to medicinal packaging, cleaning tools and newspapers. 

In this regular sort, every item is separated and recorded on 

a special form. The data recorded for each item includes a 

code number for the item found, the number of items observed, 

the purchased weight or volume if available, the brand if any, 

marked purchase price, type of item, the weight of waste, and 

codes for the material composition of any packaging or 

material refuse. A copy of the Garbage Project's Food Code 

List, as well as the Recording Format are included in Appendix 

A. 
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Each sample contains a detailed record of the refuse 

items discarded on a gi ven day by a sampled household. 

sometimes samples contained only a few items (twenty or fewer 

entries), but often samples required a 100 plus entries. The 

resulting computer data bases generated by our study include 

a detailed record of all items found in household refuse. This 

dissertation, however, focuses only on food wastes, food by

products, and food packaging. These items are assigned the 

code numbers 1 through 99 in the Garbage Project's Item Code 

List. 
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This chapter is organized into three sections. The first 

section reports on the general changes in consumption by class 

during the period under study. This includes the testing of 

the propositions that a significant difference in household 

diet composition occurs across classes, as well as within each 

class, through time. This section also presents the frequency 

and percent distribution of ten food groups by class through 

time. The second section of this chapter goes into a more 

detailed presentation of the frequencies of individual food 

products. Finally, in the third section I will present the 

estimated amounts of food wastes, by-products, and purchased 

packages for a selected number of food items. 

The original data recording format contains information 

about a single pickup of household's refuses. One garbage 

pickup represents all the residues accumulated in a given 

number of days (Hughes 1984). Then, one initial step in 

analyzing the data was to obtain the average daily frequency 

per household taking into account the number of days per 

garbage pickup, and the sample size for each class. Besides 

the household analysis, the estimation of per capita 

frequencies is presented in order to illustrate the vari~tion 

in access to foods for individuals in different classes. 

Our results indicate that one household sample in working 



212 

class neighborhoods represents an average of 2.60 days, while 

among middle class households a sample averages 2.38 days, and 

in the upper class, 1.95 days. 

Census data for the Distrito Federal provide us with the 

average household size for each class, which is derived from 

census tract data in sampled neighborhoods. Working class 

households have an average size of 5.52 members, middle class 

households have a 4.65 person average size, and upper class a 

mean size of 4.34 per household. 

Sample sizes were as follows. 1) Working class: 652 

households sampled for 1980, 666 for 1983, and 257 for 1987. 

Middle class: 240, 280, and 105 houses sampled for the same 

years. 3) Samples from upper class households were: 53, 52, 

and 20. The total sample size for 1980 was 945 households, and 

was 998 in 1983, and 382 in 1987. Budgetary constraints were 

the main reason behind the reduction of the sample size in the 

1987 project. 
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The first analysis of class differences in food 

consumption is organized around the monthly number of food 

items available per household and per household member. These 

average figures are derived from the total number of items 

found per code and per food groups for each class sample in a 

given year. The data indicate the number of times per month 

that a given food item was present on the household table. 

Our results show that working class households had an 

initial food consumption average of 344.93 items per month. 

This figure declined to 286.99 by 1983, and to 236.30 by 1987. 

Middle class households, in turn, went from 431.83 in the 

initial year, to a decreased consumption average of 280.30 in 

1983 and 246.12 items per month by 1987. Households of the 

upper class showed little change in the first three years 

under study; numbers of food items consumed declined from 

449.52 to 424.92 during the initial years, and later decreased 

to 353.66 in 1987. 

Figure 6.1 illustrates the global trends in household 

food consumption per class from 1980 through 1987. This figure 

indicates that the upper class began with the highest food 

consumption range and ended in the same position. Households 

in the middle class had a dramatic change in their pattern of 

acquisition of foodstuffs during the period. Middle class 
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households began the eighties with a diet that had a lot more 

in common with the upper class than with the working class. By 

1983, the middle class decreased their food consumption by 35 

percent and their diet at that point had more similarities to 

the working class diet. working class households in 1980 had 

a food consumption range that trailed some 100 items/month 

behind the consumption of the middle and upper classes. It 

ended in a similar position, trailing some 100 items/month 

behind the upper class households. But by that time working 

households were closely followed by middle class households. 

There is a general trend towards a decrease in food 

consumption in all three classes. The decrease, however, is 

more severe for both the middle and working classes. Working 

class households began at a low range of food consumption and 

they went through a continued, steady decline in their overall 

food use profile. While the middle class began with a high 

level of consumption with a rich diet, it took a sharp dive 

during 1983, and continued with a moderate decrease until 

1987. The upper class maintained its original food 

consumption pattern from 1980 to 1983, and then, by 1987, also 

experienced reduced consumption. 

Although at the household level the pattern of 

consumption seems to bring together both middle and working 

classes, this is not the case when we look at per capita food 

consumption. Figure 6.2 shows the observed levels of food 
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consumption per household member. The trends here are similar 

to the ones in the preceding figure, however the main 

difference is that the members of middle class households are 

shown to be in a better position; they consume some 14 percent 

to 19 percent more, per capita, than the working class members 

for 1983 and 1987. 

Figure 6.2 also suggests that while at the household 

level the middle and working classes share a similar food 

range, this does not mean that individual household members in 

those two classes have an equal diet. Persons in middle class 

households still retain a significant advantage over working 

class individuals, even after a sUbstantial curtailment in 

their diet range in 1983. 

An overall test of the differences between food 

consumption profiles per class can show if the observed 

changes indeed represent a new pattern of food use or simply 

reflect a random variation of the original diet. 

The distribution of frequencies in our samples of food 

refuse does not follow the pattern of a normal distribution, 

and therefore they do not meet the assumptions needed for a 

comparison of means or the analysis of variance. A Chi-squared 

test, on the other hand, can be used to examine the 

differences in frequencies for the ten food groups, 

controlling for class and year. 
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There are a number of comparisons that need to be made to 

test for the significance of the observed changes. Three sets 

of tests are particularly important to provide solid evidence 

for the hypotheses proposing a difference between samples. The 

basic statistical hypothesis states that there is no 

difference 

hypothesis 

between sample groups and the alternative 

states that a significant difference between 

samples is evident. 

The first set of tests consist of three comparisons by 

class for each year studied. The second set of tests will 

compare how each particular class changed through time. The 

final test takes a global approach, creating a new data set by 

adding together the three observed frequencies (1980, 1983 and 

1987) for each class. Finally a Chi-squared test is performed 

to assess the overall class differences during the eighties. 

This testing strategy can be illustrated using a 3 by 3 

matrix, Table 6.1, to situate the 9 samples obtained for this 

research project (three per year studied). The horizontal 

testing between classes will tell us if the observed 

differences in household food consumption per class, for each 

sampled year, are signif icant according to our test. The 

background research points towards significant differences 

between classes for each of the three years sampled. That is, 

we expect to reject the basic hypothesis (that there will be 

no difference between sample groups). The alternative 
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hypothesis would then provide support for a model that argues 

that the three classes had different consumption profiles in 

1980, and would remain with a differentiated consumption 

through 1983 and 1987. 

vertical testing will indicate the statistical 

significance of the changes in household food consumption 

observed through time within each class. The expected trend 

here is one in which each class would downsize its own food 

consumption profile from the baseline levels (1980). Our 

literature review suggests that the regressive pricing of the 

labor force should have a greater impact on the patterns of 

food acquisition in working class households. 

The final test is complementary to the first set of 

tests. Here we expect to confirm overall class differences in 

household food acquisition and consumption during the 1980-

1987 period under study. 

Table 6.2 presents the results obtained in the Chi

squared comparisons. Test 1, 2, and 3 show that the three 

classes do have a differentiated food profile, supported by a 

level of significance beyond the 0.001 level for the years 

1980 and 1983. The level obtained for 1987 of 0.05 is also 

acceptable as an indicator of significant differences. I 

believe that this weaker test result is more an outcome of 



Working 1980 
1 N=652 

Working 1983 
4 N=666 

Working 1987 
7 N=257 

TABLE 6.1 
TESTING MATRIX 

Middle 1980 
2 N=240 

Middle 1983 
5 N=280 

Middle 1987 
8 N=105 

Upper 
3 

Upper 
6 

Upper 
9 

TABLE 6.2 
CHI-SQUARED VALUES FOR TESTS 
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1980 
N=53 

1983 
N=52 

1987 
N=20 

Test Series 1 = Comparisons 
Between 
Classes 

Chi-Squared 
Value* 

Level of 
Significance** 

Test 1 
Test 2 
Test 3 

CELL NUMBER 
= 1 - 2 - 3 

4 - 5 - 6 
= 7 - 8 - 9 

(1980) 
(1983) 
(1987) 

Test Series 2 = Comparisons 

Test 4 = 
Test 5 = 
Test 6 = 

Global Test 

within 
Each Class 

CELL NUMBER 
1 - 4 - 7 Working 
2 
3 

- 5 - 8 Middle 
- 6 - 9 Upper 

= Comparison 
Between 
Classes 

CELL NUMBERS 

169.69 
92.41 
28.73 

chi-Squared 
Value 

52.46 
28.16 
10.03 

Chi-Squared 
Value 

Test 7 = 1+4+7 - 2+5+8 - 3+6+9 
Working Middle Upper 

213.32 

.001 

.001 

.05 

Level of 
Significance 

.001 

.05 

.95*** 

Level of 
significance 

.001 

* Chi-squared distribution with 18 d.f., one-tail test. 
From Downie & Heath, 1970:205 & 311. 

** Test performed on food group frequencies controlling for 
Class and Year. 

*** Difference is not significant. 
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the smaller sample size, in particular regarding the sample 

size of the upper class, than the result of a trend towards a 

uniform diet profile across classes. Test 7, the global class 

comparison, confirms the overall differences between classes 

during the 1980-1987 period of research. 

The evaluation of changes in the food consumption 

profiles by class, using tests 4 through 6 shows that there is 

a strong difference in the diet of working class households 

from 1980 to 1983, and from then to 1987. The basic hypothesis 

that there would be no difference within working class samples 

has been rejected at the .001 level of confidence. The results 

of the second test also allow us to reject the basic 

hypothesis of no difference for the middle class at the .05 

level. The dissimilar levels of confidence for tests 1 and 2 

may indicate that middle class households underwent smaller 

changes in their diets compared to changes observed in working 

class households. Finally, the test for a different profile 

within the upper class households does not warrant the 

rejection of the basic hypothesis; therefore, the differences 

observed in the sample are due to a variation that falls 

within the range of the same distribution. In other words, 

there is no statistical difference between the three food 

consumption samples from upper class households. 
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Frequencies and Profiles by Food Group 

This section deals with the distribution of foodstuffs 

classified in ten major food groups. Table 6.3 lists those 10 

food groups, along with the types of foodstuffs that form each 

group. Each food item listed in the table represents a 

collection of discarded food types. See Appendix A for copies 

of the full list of recording codes and the recording format. 

TABLE 6.3 

FOOD GROUP COMPOSITION 

FOOD GROUPS FOOD ITEMS 

1- Meats Beef, Pork, Poultry, Fish & 
Shellfish. 

2. Dairy Milk, Cheese, Cream, Yogurt & Other 
Dairy Products. 

3. Vegetables All Vegetables, fresh, canned & 
frozen. 

4. Fruits All Fruits, fresh, canned, frozen & 
Fruit Juices. 

5. Staples Beans, Corn, Rice, Pasta, Tortillas, 
Tamales, Tostadas & Corn Products. 

6. Fats/Eggs Cooking Oils, Lard, Butter, 
Margarine, Shortening & Eggs. 

7. Breads Packaged Breads, Bakery Bread, Sweet 
Rolls, Crackers, Cookies & Cereal. 

8. Junk Chips, Sodas, Flavored Drinks, 
Candy, Chocolate Bars & Pastries. 

9. Alcohol Beer, Wine, Alcohol & Drink Mix. 

10. Other Coffee, Chocolate Drink, Pickles, 
Jalapenos, Salsas, Gelatin, Salt, 
Sugar, Fast Foods, Take outs, Etc. 
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The original data were recorded by codes that identify 

particular food items. The code list used for this analysis is 

formed by 54 single food codes. Each food code, in turn, is 

subdi vided into a number of "types." Each food group has its 

own dimension or scale of quantity given by the size of the 

most common items. Therefore, this presentation format tends 

to exaggerate the proportion of food groups with smaller 

items, such as candy and snacks that most of the time corne in 

small sizes --a few grams or single servings. In the same way, 

this format might tend to underepresent food groups with large 

size items. Such is the case with staples, which usually corne 

in sizes larger than half a pound (a quarter of a kilogram) . 

In spite of these limitations, this format is useful in 

providing a general comparison of all the types of food and 

edibles acquired and consumed by households associated with a 

particular class. The most important information in the 

following presentation is the changes in frequencies within 

each group and across classes. 

Table 6.4 presents the observed frequencies per food 

group for each class.' This table shows that 1983 figures are 

usually midway between the two other sampled years. The most 

valuable information for 1983 has been shown in Figure 6.1, 

Appendix C presents the single Chi-Squared figures which 
make up the total Chi-squared values in the three tests 
assessing the differences between classes (in Table 6.2) . 
These figures in Appendix C show the values representing 
the differences between classes by food group. 
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which indicates a steady decline in frequencies of food use 

for working class households, a sharp decline in 1983 for the 

middle class households, and a small decrease for upper class 

households in 1987. The range of variation is fully captured 

by the frequencies in 1980 and 1987, which had the highest and 

lowest amounts of foodstuffs, respectively. 

I had already mentioned that the diet of the middle class 

began the eighties with a close resemblance to that of the 

upper class households. By 1983, however, the diet of the 

middle class households had more in common with that of the 

working class in terms of total frequencies. Table 6.4 shows 

that the distribution of frequencies by food groups also 

supports the notion of the middle class switching to a worker

type diet profile. In the process of such dietary change, the 

middle class experienced a drastic reduction in their food 

consumption that reached 43 percent by 1987. The middle class 

suffered the greatest loss of all three classes. Working class 

households decreased their overall intake by 31 percent, and 

upper class household by 21 percent. This table shows the 

number of times, per month, that households were able to buy 

and consume any given food item. 

Upper class households, as shown in Table 6.4, consumed 

a larger quantity of items in most food groups during the 

three sampled years. In the case of the meat group, perhaps 

the most expensive of all basic foods, the upper class 
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households kept the same rate of consumption (29 times per 

month), which amounts to more meat than the combined 

consumption of working and middle class households. something 

similar occurred regarding the dairy group, where the combined 

frequency of working and middle class consumption only 

amounted to 4 more items per month than the consumption of the 

upper class, 36 and 32 items each. 

Many class differences can be observed in the previous 

table. Moreover, those differences enlarge when we take into 

account household membership. But, before getting into that 

topic, I want to review some of the elements that have had an 

impact on the presence of food items and their frequencies in 

each food group. 

The archeological notion of formation processes (cf. 

Schiffer 1983, 1987) can help us understand the diet profile 

presented in Table 6.4. A general understanding of formation 

processes in the distribution of items into food groups can 

help us to make more sense out of the proportion of a given 

group in the overall diet profile. The first thing to keep in 

mind is that each group is independent in its own range of 

distribution for discarded items. That is, each food 
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TABLE 6.4 
MONTHLY AVERAGE CONSUMPTION FREQUENCIES 

FOOD by YEAR Working Middle Upper 
Household Household Household 

MEATS 1980= 19.0 30.0 28.5 
1983= 16.1 18.9 28.0 
1987= 13.4 14.4 29.1 

DAIRY 16.4 33.2 39.4 
13.8 21.1 36.0 
14.6 21.4 31.6 

VEGETABLES 61.6 75.3 84.5 
48.3 43.9 77.8 
32.2 34.3 57.5 

FRUITS 58.3 84.9 86.4 
49.4 52.2 85.8 
42.9 50.3 80.1 

STAPLES 31.9 36.5 38.7 
27.6 25.1 31.1 
20.6 17.4 25.1 

FATS/EGGS 22.9 35.5 34.2 
23.3 24.1 27.2 
19.0 21.7 21.0 

BREADS 16.8 25.3 31.0 
15.7 16.2 25.9 
13.7 16.9 18.6 

JUNK 78.3 68.5 57.9 
60.2 47.9 55.7 
52.8 46.6 54.2 

ALCOHOL 8.7 9.3 14.1 
6.0 7.5 13.7 
4.8 4.0 8.9 

OTHER 31.1 33.4 34.9 
22.5 23.5 43.6 
22.5 21.8 27.5 

TOTALS 1980= 344.9(N=652) 431. 8 (N=240) 449.5(N=53) 
1983= 286.9(N=666) 280.3(N=280) 424.9(N=52) 
1987= 236.3(N=257) 246.1(N=105) 353.7(N=20) 

1980-1983 CHANGE 16.8% 35.1% 5.5% 
1980-1987 CHANGE 31.5% 43.0% 21.3% 
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group has its own scale of frequencies that depends on a 

number of factors, including: rate of use/consumption, 

frequency of item acquisition in the market, size of most 

common presentation package or retail unit, type and rate of 

discard for wastes, and packaging and other by-products 

associated with the consumption of a particular set of 

foodstuffs. 

The high frequency of junk food items is readily noticed 

in Table 6.4. Junk food comes in smaller sizes, individual 

portions in most cases. These foods are usually consumed and 

discarded the same day or a day after purchased. However, a 

large frequency of junk food may amount to a dozen grams of 

candy, several ounces of chips or sweet pastries, or even a 

few liters of soda pop. Junk food had a daily discard rate of 

1. 6 to 1. 8 items per household. Even accounting for the 

smaller size and individual servings of this food type, its 

conspicuous presence is certainly greater than expected. There 

seems to be have been a significant diversion of the food 

budget, across classes, into foods that have small nutritional 

value for the household diet, given that junk foods primarily 

provide high amounts of sugars, fats and carbohydrates. The 

cost of some 53 junk food items per month (the average for 

working class households in 1987), could easily cover the 

price of several kilograms of staple foods. 

Frequencies for the staples group were smaller because 
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these products usually come in packages that range from a 

half-kilo to one or two-kilos. So a bag of rice, pasta, 

tortillas or beans may be discarded once or twice a week. The 

average discard in 1987 for this food group was on the order 

of 4 to 5 items per household/week. 

Dairy products are a combination of milk sold mostly in 

one-liter sizes, and cheeses, cream, and yoghurt that come in 

small and medium sizes (500 grams). Pasteurized milk was the 

most common item in the dairy category. Dairy items were 

discarded in 1987 at a rate of once every two days for the 

working class, and up to one per day in upper class 

households. 

Fruits and vegetables are discarded almost daily after 

food preparation that takes place in the house after buying 

raw produce in the market. Packaged, canned and frozen produce 

are only a tiny portion of the overall consumption of fruits 

and vegetables. In 1987, fruits were discarded at a rate of 

1.4 to 2.7 per day, while vegetable discard ranged from 1.0 to 

1.9 times per day. 

Fats and eggs share the same food category but they have 

different discard rates. While egg shells were commonly found 

in a given garbage pickup, oils and other cooking fats were 

common in half-liter to one-liter sizes, which would be 

discarded once or a couple times per month. The frequency of 

an average of 20 occurrences per month reflects mostly egg-
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related products like egg shells; only a small fraction 

corresponds to cooking oils and fats. 

Meats like beef and pork items were discarded in the form 

of packaging (if the item was sold in a supermarket), butcher 

paper, as well as discards of bones, wastes, fat trimmings and 

other by-products. Poultry leaves behind the bones, skin and 

other by-products, as do fish. Most shellfish-related residues 

are easily identified. Here, we might expect that regular 

consumption of beef, pork and chicken would result in two or 

three discards per week. Fish and shellfish would be present 

less often. While both working and middle class households had 

access to meat products some 14 times per month, upper class 

households had an almost daily access to them (29 times per 

month) . 

Breads and cereals had multiple discard rates. Cereal, 

packaged bread and pastries would last up to a week and even 

more. But their paCkaging is thrown away as soon as its 

contents are consumed. Local bakery breads and pan dulce would 

be consumed within two days since they turn hard after the 

second day. Bread-related residues and by-products would 

appear more often in household discards, several times per 

week. The availability of bread items ranged from 14 times per 

month in working class households to 19 times per month in 

upper class households. 

Alcohol showed up in small quantities since hard liquor 
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and wines are discarded at longer intervals. Beer is consumed 

mostly in returnable bottles and beer caps do not always end 

up in the trash can, since they are reused in a number of 

ways. It seems that alcohol is primarily consumed outside the 

house, in social gatherings, bars, parties and other occasions 

like sports matches. Working and middle classes showed 

evidence of alcohol on the average of once a week, while upper 

class households had twice as many discards in this food 

group. 

Finally, the category "other" is a collection of 

miscellaneous food types with their various rates of discards. 

This food group includes coffee grounds and packaging, 

chocolate drinks, prepared gelatin and puddings, take-out 

foods, fast foods, sauces, sugar, salt, and more. The 

observed frequencies for this group represent the combination 

of many items, and no single foodstuff had a dominant place. 

The foodstuffs in this category were still fairly common by 

1987, and were consumed at the rate of 23 to 28 per month. 

Now, I will present the obtained frequencies by 

individual in order to assess the impact of changes at the 

level of individual household members. The estimates of 

monthly food consumption by individuals are shown in Table 

6.5, which illustrates that even when middle class households 

had a drastic cut in food acquisition, its members still 

maintained a noticeable advantage over workers. 



TABLE 6.5 
MONTHLY AVERAGE FREQUENCY PER PERSON AND CLASS 

FOOD GROUPS 

MEATS 1980= 
1983= 
1987= 

DAIRY 

VEGETABLES 

FRUITS 

STAPLES 

FATS/EGGS 

BREADS 

JUNK 

ALCOHOL 

OTHER 

TOTALS 1980= 
1983= 
1987= 

Working 

3.45 
2.91 
2.42 

2.97 
2.50 
2.65 

11.16 
8.74 
5.83 

10.55 
8.95 
7.76 

5.78 
5.00 
3.73 

4.15 
4.22 
3.44 

3.05 
2.85 
2.49 

14.18 
10.90 

9.54 

1.57 
1.08 
0.87 

5.63 
4.84 
4.08 

64.5 
52.0 
42.8 

Middle 

6.45 
4.06 
3.11 

7.13 
4.54 
4.61 

16.20 
9.43 
6.72 

18.26 
11.23 
10.90 

7.85 
5.39 
3.74 

7.62 
5.18 
4.66 

5.45 
3.48 
3.64 

14.73 
10.31 
10.02 

1.99 
1. 60 
0.85 

7.19 
5.06 
4.68 

92.9 
60.3 
52.9 

Upper 

6.56 
6.45 
6.71 

9.07 
8.30 
7.27 

19.46 
17.92 
13.24 

19.90 
19.77 
18.46 

8.92 
7.17 
5.78 

7.89 
6.27 
4.85 

7.15 
5.97 
4.29 

13.34 
12.84 
12.49 

3.24 
3.17 
2.05 

8.04 
10.04 

6.34 

103.6 
97.9 
81.5 
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If in 1980 members of working class households were 

consuming 39 percent less than upper class individuals, by 

1987 the gap had grown to 46 percent. Middle class members 

were consuming 10 percent less than persons in upper class 

households in 1980, but by 1987 the gap grew to 35 percent. 

The working class also consumed less than the middle class, 

with a 33 percent difference in 1980, and a 19 percent gap for 

1987. 

In 1987, the divergence between classes at the level of 

individual consumption is of great significance, and we 

observe that upper class members used food at a rate that is 

twice the food acquisition rate of working class members in 

the following categories: meats, dairy, vegetables, fruits, 

and alcohol. Upper class individuals also consumed 50 percent 

more than workers in three other food groups, staples, 

fats/eggs, breads and other, as well as more than 31 percent 

more fats/eggs and junk food. In short, upper class 

individuals consumed anywhere between 30 percent and 100 

percent more quantities of foods than members of the working 

class. 

During the same year (1987), middle class individuals and 

workers were consuming similar quantities of food in 3 food 

groups: staples, junk food, and alcohol. But middle class 

members consumed larger amounts of seven other categories: 

vegetables (15% more), other (15%), meats (28%), fats/eggs 
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(35%), fruits (40%), breads (46%), and dairy products (74%). 

The previous tables show the general trends in household 

food acquisition and consumption. The figures in those tables 

do not directly represent the whole "household diet" in a 

strict sense. However, they do represent a baseline level of 

household food use. Food items in trash indicate the overall 

range of food consumption events taking place within the 

household. All such items were purchased, prepared, consumed, 

and discarded by household members. Therefore, frequency 

profiles of household food discards characterize the basic 

pattern of household food use. The frequencies of food 

consumption events clearly point towards the access that 

households, in their particular social circumstances, have to 

foodstuffs. Food frequency profiles, from household refuses, 

also show noticeable changes that suggest a new pattern of 

social access to foods. 

The rankings in overall quantities of food consumed 

neatly follow the class structure, with a lot more going to 

the upper class, who has no problem fulfilling their needs. 

The middle class is in a situation where their consumption 

profile has been downsized from previous consumption levels 

(1980). Lastly, the working class with the lowest food 

consumption profile resulting from a combination of a smaller 

initial consumption level (1980), and their significant 

decrease in food use rates during subsequent years. 
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Class consumption Profile by Individual Foods 

This section presents the resul ts in terms of items 

observed by single food codes •. Estimates are gi ven of the 

number of times that a household consumes and discards a 

particular food item. Each single frequency represents the 

occurrence of one or more products in the same code, which 

includes a range of subtypes of foods and byproducts that 

identify such food. Therefore, one frequency does not mean one 

serving or one package of food. This may result in some 

limitations for the interpretation of the frequency tables. 

However, if the number/size of an item remains stable through 

time, then the results are meaningful. The problem is that 

the purchased weight and volume of many items is often not 

known. Later, I will attempt to estimate the changes in 

average size for the most relevant food types. 

Tables in Appendix B show the observed frequencies by 

household by food code. Table B. 1 contains data for the three 

classes in 1980, while Tables B.2 and B.3 show the same data 

for 1983 and 1987, respectively. 

The following presentation in this section will make use 

of the frequencies listed in Tables B.1 to B.3 (Appendix B) in 

order to describe each food group in terms of its particular 

food components. This description emphasizes the differences 

in results obtained for 1980 and 1987. The percent change in 

the rate of household consumption is shown in the last column, 
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entitled "Change." A negative sign here shows greater 

consumption rates by upper class households. 

The term "consumption rate" indicates the average number 

of household's discards, by-products and wastes in a 

particular food type. Each unit in the consumption rate 

represents a single separate food consumption event. 

Meats. 

This food group is composed of beef, pork, poultry, fish, 

and shellfish (code numbers 1 to 6). In 1980, working class 

households were consuming beef at a rate of 5.29 times per 

month, with a similar rate for pork and a slightly higher 

frequency for poultry (6.58 times/month). In 1987, working 

class households had reduced their consumption of pork by 47 

percent, and beef by 40 percent, while consumption of poultry 

suffered minor changes, 19 percent or less. Fish consumption 

increased for the working class, from 1.42 in 1980 to 1.9 by 

1987. 

The middle class in 1980 consumed poultry more often 

(10.5 times/month) than pork and beef (9.26 and 7.62, 

respectively). In 1987, middle class households drastically 

reduced their consumption of beef by 51 percent, pork by 76 

percent, and poultry 35 percent. Fish consumption went from 

2.3 to 1.24 times per month. 

The main difference between working and middle class 
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households was the higher rate of consumption of the middle 

class. They both consumed more chicken and less pork and beef. 

In 1980, upper class households consumed equal amounts of 

pork and poultry (8.96 times/month), fish was also a 

significant part of consumption (6.4 times), and beef had a 

rate of 2.88 consumption events per month. Upper class 

households seemed to consume less beef and more fish than the 

other two classes. By 1987, they had reduced their consumption 

of both pork (46%), and fish (75%), while poultry consumption 

remained stable. Beef consumption skyrocketed from less than 

three times per month to almost 14 times a month, a 378 

percent increase since 1980. 

Dairy Products. 

Three sets of products form the dairy group: cheeses, 

milk, creams and other dairy (code numbers 10, 11 and 13). 

Milk was a food under tight price control and it was available 

in a number of subsidized brand names. Milk consumption for 

working class households went from 11.58 times per month to 

only 8.89 (a drop of 23%), creams and other dairy went up from 

3.57 to 4.76 (a 34% increase), and cheese went from down 1.27 

to 0.97 (a 24% cut). 

For middle class households, milk consumption changed 

from 23.51 to 14.11, creams and other dairy sustained only 

small changes from 5.91 to 5.42, and cheese consumption 
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decreased almost by half, down from 3.74 to 1.92 times per 

month. Milk changed by 40 percent, cheeses by 49 percent, and 

creams and other dairy products by 8 percent. 

Upper class households began with a milk consumption rate 

of 22.72, which fell 32 percent to 15.38 times per month in 

1987. The same class consumed cheeses at a rate of 6.72 per 

month in 1980. By 1987, the consumption rate declined slightly 

to 5.66 (16%), while creams and other dairy rose from the 

original 9.92 to 10.52 times per month (a 6% rise). 

Vegetables. 

Vegetables constitute an important part of overall food 

consumption in Mexican households (code numbers 40 - 44). By 

1987, working class households reduced their consumption of 

fresh vegetables by 47 percent, down from the 1980 figure of 

54.76 to 28.91 times/month. Combined consumption of canned, 

packed and dried vegetables amounted to 3.51 times/month for 

working class households in 1980; it decreased to less than 

one third of the original rate (1.01 times/month or a 71% 

drop). Potato peels suffered smaller changes in their rate of 

disposal from 2.85 down to 2.23. 

The trends in vegetable consumption for the middle class 

show similarities to that of the working class. Fresh 

vegetable consumption fell by 58 percent, from 65.13 to 27.42 

times/month. The same happened with canned, packed and dried 
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vegetables, which fell to 1.69 from the original 3.35 (a 49% 

cut). Potato peels were reduced from 4.6 to 1.9 times per 

month, a 57 percent decrease in consumption rates. 

Fresh vegetables maintain a stable presence in upper 

class diet. Consumption levels for fresh vegetables remained 

at 64 times/month for 1980 and 1983. In 1987, vegetables were 

less frequent, 50.98 per month. The presence of unknown or 

non-identifiable produce in 1980 could mean a higher disposal 

rate of decomposed produce. This may correlate to higher 

amounts of such foods being stored in homes for longer periods 

in 1980. 

At any rate, upper class households had some changes in 

the other two vegetable types. The category of canned, packed 

and dried vegetables went down from 6.4 times/month to 2.43 

(62% less), while potato peels decreased from 7.36 to 3.24 (a 

56% cut) during the 1980-1987 period. 

Fruits. 

Fruits are another important food category, and include 

fresh fruit wastes, fresh food peels and canned fruit (this 

last type includes packed and dried food). Fresh fruit wastes 

went down from 13.2 in 1980 to 7.08 in 1980 for working class 

households, while fruit peels decreased by 22 percent (43.66 

to 33.88 times/month). 

The middle class also decreased fresh fruit wastes from 



239 

20.94 to 6.43 (a 69% cut). This class had a smaller change in 

fruit peels, going from a monthly consumption rate of 59.49 

down to 41.87. 

Upper class households show signs of a 36 percent 

decrease in discard rates of fresh fruit waste, from 17.6 to 

11.33 times per month. Fruit peels, in turn, increased 5 

percent from the original rate of 61.11. 

staples. 

staples include the following food types: beans, corn, 

rice, pasta, and tortillas (code numbers 16, 22, 24, 26 and 

29). The code of tortillas includes both corn and wheat 

tortillas, tamales, tostadas and other corn products. Working 

class households experienced a decrease in consumption of 

tortilla products on the order of one-third of the original 

consumption rate in 1980. Beans also decreased as much as 30 

percent in the same period. The greatest loss for working 

class households, however, was in the raw-corn products (corn 

cobs, corn meal, and corn dough), which suffered a loss of 41 

percent in this category of foods, while rice and pasta 

decreased by 9 percent and 19 percent, respectively. 

An obvious conclusion from these results is that working 

class households did not turn to a pattern of food consumption 

that concentrates mostly on staple consumption to compensate 

for larger cuts or even the suppression of "luxury" food 
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items. Food products in the Staples Group were heavily 

subsidized, and most were subject to official price controls 

monitored by the Secretarla de Comercio. 

The middle class households sustained larger cuts, about 

50 percent, in two basic staples: beans and tortillas. An even 

larger decrease is observed for rice, which went from 3.55 to 

0.45 times/month (an 87% cut). Pasta consumption rates 

diminished by 28 percent, and raw-corn products by 32 percent. 

Decreases in staple consumption rates not only show up in 

the working and middle classes, but also in upper class 

households. This last group consumed beans at a rate of 4.48 

per month in 1980, decreasing to 3.24 by 1987. Corn 

consumption fell by 16 percent while pasta declined by only 4 

percent. Tortillas had the highest reduction, from 16.64 in 

1980 to 9.71 in 1987. 

Fats and Eggs. 

This group includes cooking oils, margarine, butter, and 

eggs (code numbers 14, 18 and 19). Two products in this group, 

eggs and cooking oil (non-saturated fats), were under price 

control policies and received subsidies of one sort or 

another. Food items under code 18 (butter, margarine, lard, 

and shortening) did not receive subsidies. 

Working class households decreased their rate of egg 
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consumption by 25 percent (from 11.56 to 8.64 times/month), 

and their consumption of non-saturated fats by 9 percent (down 

from 4.04 to 3.67). At the same time, consumption of saturated 

fats actually increased a little, from 1.21 to 1.43 

times/month (an 18% increase). 

Middle class households also reduced their rate of egg 

consumption by 32 percent from 18.45 times/month down to 

12.53. The same percent reduction took place in the category 

of non-saturated fats, which ended with a rate of 2.93 

times/month, down from 4.14 in 1980. Non-saturated fats 

sustained the largest cut of this category, beginning at 4.33, 

and finishing at a 2.93 monthly rate. 

Upper class households also followed the same trend with 

percent reductions ranging from 27 percent in eggs (18.88 to 

13.76 times/month), to 63 percent in saturated fats (7.04 to 

2.43), and 53 percent in non-saturated fats (5.12 to 2.43). 

Breads. 

The Bread Group is another group that enj oyed some 

subsidies in the form of lower prices of wheat flour and 

sugar. This group includes white bread, dark breads, sweetened 

breads and rolls, cereals, crackers and cookies (code numbers 

27, 28, 30, 33, and 35). 

The range of variation in white bread consumption goes 

from 11.36 to 7.71 (a 32% cut) in working class households. 
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Crackers and cookies rose 22 percent (3.57 to 4.34 

times/month). Sweetened breads changed from 6.43 to 5.61, a 13 

percent decrease. Dark breads and breakfast cereals also 

changed, but their presence is small, with a combined 

consumption ratio below 1.5 times/month. 

White and sweetened breads are the most common items in 

this group for middle class households • White bread was 

consumed in 1980 at a frequency of 17.73, while by 1987 it 

stood at 9.37 (a 47% decrease). Similar figures for sweetened 

breads are 8. Oland 5. 87 (a 27% change) respectively. Crackers 

and cookies experienced only a small decrease of 8 percent, 

from 3.81 to 3.5 times/month. 

At the same time, upper class households also diminished 

the rate of consumption for white breads by 57 percent, from 

18.88 to 8.09. Dark breads increased from an initial 3.2 

times/month to 4.05. Sweet bread and rolls remained stable for 

upper class households, at about 4.8 per month. Crackers and 

cookies declined by 37 percent (5.12 to 3.24). 

Junk Foods. 

Junk foods have a strong presence in the diet of the 

three classes. This group includes food items such as chips, 

pastries (sweet snacks) , candy and chocolate bars, 

artificially flavored fruit-drinks, and sodas (code numbers 

34, 52, 55, 77, and 79). 
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The four most important junk foods for working class 

households are: candy and chocolate bars, sodas, chips, and 

pastries. Candy, notwithstanding a 32 percent decrease by 

1987, remained at 24.86 times per month. Soft drinks were at 

14.79 in 1987, a 39 percent decrease from 1980. Chips had a 

similar decline (30%), from 7.00 to 4.89 times per month. 

Pastries and sweet snacks remained at about six per month, 

almost unchanged. 

The middle class, in turn, consumed candy at a rate of 

33.55 per month in 1980, but dropped to 24.15 in 1987 (a 28% 

decrease). Soft drinks began at 20.09 times/month and ended at 

10.16. Chips decreased by 14 percent (5.25 to 4.51), and 

pastries remained with little change at about six per month. 

For upper class households in 1980, candy was present at 

a rate of 30 times/month, and by 1987 the frequency had 

decreased to 23.47 (down 21%). Soft drinks showed little 

change, with only a 4 percent decline from the original rate 

of 13.44 per month. Chips were consumed at a higher rate in 

1987, up 19 percent from 5.44 to 6.47. Consumption of pastries 

by upper class households also increased from 6.08 to 10.52 

times/month, a 73 percent increase. 

Alcohol. 

This group consists of liquor, wine, and beer (code 

numbers 84, 85 and 86). 
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The working class consumed beer more frequently than 

liquor, 6.64 and 1.84 times/month, in 1980. In 1987, the rate 

of beer consumption was at 3.79, a 43 percent decrease, while 

liquor was consumed at 0.67 times/month, a 63 percent cut. 

Middle class households decreased their consumption of 

alcohol by more than half. Beer changed from 5.71 per month to 

2.48. Wine had an initial presence of 1.51 per month, then 

decreased to 0.56, and liquor decreased from 2.04 to 0.90. 

Changes for upper class households were in the order of 

37 percent for liquor (5.12 down to 3.24), 100 percent for 

wine (3.20 to 0.0)2, and 2 percent for beer (5.76 to 5.66). 

other. 

There are many food types in this group: nuts, pickles, 

honey and jams, salt, sugar, flour and baking additives, 

gelatin, corn drink (maizena), coffee, chocolate drink, soups 

and soup additives, baby foods, take-out foods, fast foods, 

and sauces. 

Here I will describe the changes for five main items in 

this category: nuts, gelatin, plate scrapings, coffee, and 

baby food (code numbers 15, 62, 69, 70, and 87). 

For working class households, consumption of nuts began 

at 6.05 per month, and then decreased by 60 percent. Gelatin 

2 This figure of 0 wine products is a result of a small 
sample size. 
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ended at 1.48 times/month in 1987 after a reduction of 67 

percent. Plate scrapings show a five-fold increase from 0.86 

to 5.48 per month. Coffee changed 46 percent (5.83 to 3.16). 

Baby food went from 2.15 to 0.55 per month (a 75% cut). 

Plate scrapings increased by 415 percent in middle class 

households. Initially, plate scrapings appear at a rate of 

1.31, then rise to 6.77 times per month. Middle class 

households reduced their consumption of nuts by 69 percent 

(from 6.5 to 2.03 per month), gelatin by 64 percent (from 5.65 

to 2.03), coffee by 39 percent (from 4.07 to 2.48), and baby 

foods by 59 percent (3.02 to 1.24). 

Upper class households did not discard plate scrapings 

during our first sample in 1980, but in 1983 scrapings were 

discarded at a rate of 4.41, and by 1987 they had increased to 

8.9 a month. Nut consumption remained stable through time, at 

a rate of just over four times per month. Other foods in this 

group suffered reductions. Gelatin decreased by 77 percent 

(from 3.52 to 0.81), while coffee dropped by 22 percent. Baby 

foods, in turn, changed from 6.08 to 0.19 (an 87% cut). 

A puzzling element in this food group is the increase in 

plate scrapings, slop, and mixed food remains. What caused 

this change? Two ideas offer possible interpretations. One is 

the likelihood that cheaper, subsidized foods may also be of 

lower quality than before, which may produce higher rates of 

food discards. Another idea is that changes in the scale of 
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food acquisition, preparation, and consumption have the side 

effect of creating higher rates of discards. 



Estimated Acquisition Amounts and 

Wastes by Selected Foods 
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This section deals with data available for the weight of 

by-products and wastes. We do not always have enough labeled 

packages to estimate the average weight of purchases. 

Estimates of package size are calculated from labeled packages 

found in a given food type. 

The tables ahead contain data for selected food items in 

important food groups. Mean numbers included in the following 

tables are arithmetic means estimated from observed weights 

and volumes. Standard deviations for most figures are as high 

or even higher than the quoted arithmetic mean. Therefore, 

these figures should be taken only as ranges of values that 

indicate general trends. Under such circumstances I do not 

claim that decreases here will show statistical differences 

between groups. Rather, I believe that the following 

presentation provides another vantage point from which to 

study changes in food consumption. The initial section of 

this chapter dealt with Chi-squared tests for differences in 

frequencies of consumption for food groups. The point can be 

made that total consumption may be unchanged if lower 

acquisi tion rates are compensated by purchasing items in 

larger sizes. Then, the test for differences in food groups 

across classes should be supported by data showing that both 
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TABLE 6.6 

MEATS: WASTE AND BONES 

Daily Household Average 

Working Middle Upper 

BEEF WASTE 1980 3 grams 8 grams 2 grams 
BONES 20 20 24 

BEEF WASTE 1983 3 5 4 
BONES 19 14 0 

BEEF WASTE 1987 1 3 3 
BONES 11 7 10 

PORK WASTE 1980 7 9 7 
BONES 11 15 8 

PORK WASTE 1983 3 9 9 
BONES 11 10 2 

PORK WASTE 1987 2 4 11 
BONES 6 2 2 

CHICKEN-W 1980 2 7 9 
BONES 13 30 14 

CHICKEN-W 1983 2 6 5 
BONES 16 20 24 

CHICKEN-W 1987 3 1 8 
BONES 13 21 21 
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average purchase size and by-product weight did not increase 

in 1983 and 1987, as compared to 1980. 

Table 6.6 presents meat wastes and bone discards. There 

are not enough labeled packages of meat available to estimate 

average purchase size by household. Most figures in Table 6.6 

show that there is a decrease through time of wastes and bone 

discards. Two exceptions are that the working class maintained 

a stable level in the discard of chicken bones, and that upper 

class households increased their pork waste and chicken bones. 

TABLE 6.7 

DAIRY: PACKAGE AND WASTE 

Daily Household Average 

Working Middle Upper 

Milk 1980 0.89 ltr. 1.40 ltr. 1.42 ltr. 

Milk 1983 0.94 1.07 1.40 

Milk 1987 0.76 0.72 1.14 

Packaged Cheese 109 grams 389 grams 109 grams 
Cheese Waste '80 1 7 1 

Packaged Cheese 136 182 165 
Cheese Waste '83 1 3 0 

Packaged Cheese 56 99 300 
Cheese Waste '87 1 3 4 

Two dairy products, pasteurized milk and cheeses, are 

presented in Table 6.7. There is a move towards consuming 

smaller volumes of milk, and packaged cheeses are also 

consumed in smaller amounts, except by upper class households. 
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Table 6.8 presents the weight of wastes and by-products 

of vegetables and fruits. Each class has its own trend in 

vegetable wastes. 

TABLE 6.8 

VEGETABLES AND FRUITS 

Daily Household Average 

Working Middle Upper 

Veg. Waste 1980 64 grams 131 grams 113 grams 
Veg. Waste 1983 100 107 187 
Veg. Waste 1987 61 55 132 

Potato Peel 1980 11 20 45 
Potato Peel 1983 11 9 27 
Potato Peel 1987 14 9 15 

Fruit Waste 1980 37 76 83 
Fruit Waste 1983 39 58 160 
Fruit Waste 1987 35 35 38 

Fruit Peels 1980 295 477 483 
Fruit Peels 1983 272 354 478 
Fruit Peels 1987 264 281 491 

The working class remained unchanged in 1987, after a 

brief increase in waste discards in 1983. Middle class 

households decreased their vegetable wastes, while upper class 

households experienced a slight increase. Potato peel wastes 

grow are smaller through time, except for the working class 

levels, which remain almost the same. Fruit wastes stay within 

the same range for working class households, but a decrease is 

evident in middle and upper class households. Finally, the 

amount of fruit peels discarded per household decreases only 
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by small margin in the working class, and by a larger margin 

in the middle class. Upper class households kept their fruit 

peel discards within a stable range. 

Average consumption of cooking oil and eggs is shown in 

Table 6.9. We do not have package evidence for egg 

consumption, but discards of egg shells might reflect the 

amount of egg consumed at home. 

TABLE 6.9 

COOKING OIL AND EGGS 

Daily Household Average 

Working Middle Upper 

Egg Shells 1980 26 grams 34 grams 34 grams 

Egg Shells 1983 29 27 41 

Egg Shells 1987 21 23 31 

Cooking oil 92 mI. 118 117 
Margarine-Butter 5 grams 10 40 

Cooking oil 93 mI. 120 134 
Margarine-Butter 10 grams 7 37 

Cooking oil 92 mI. 77 ** 
Margarine-Butter 5 grams 5 11 

**Not enough data. 

The middle class suffered the largest decrease in egg 

shell weight, while the working class had only a moderate 

decrease, and the upper class a minor change downwards. oil 

consumption per household goes down in the middle class and 

remains stable in the working class. The upper class shows a 
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trend towards increased consumption of oil, but lack of data 

for 1987 prevents us from getting a complete picture of the 

change for this food product. 

The figures shown in Table 6.10 do not indicate a 

tendency to increase consumption of these types of foodstuffs. 

The working class had an increase in bean consumption during 

1983, but ended with less consumption. Middle class average 

consumption decreased, while upper class consumption 

increased. The average amount of pasta consumption follows a 

downward trend. Corn tortilla wastes differ change for each 

class: the working class increased its waste of tortillas, the 

middle class showed an overall decrease, while upper class 

household wastes varied. Although there is no clear evidence 

of the amount of tortilla consumption, higher wastes in 

working class households might correspond to a consumption of 

larger amounts of this staple by 1987. 
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TABLE 6.10 

BEANS, PASTA AND TORTILLAS 

Daily Household Average 

working Middle Upper 

Beans 1980 460 grams 523 grams 407 
Waste 16 15 6 

Beans 1983 857 406 481 
Waste 9 17 7 

Beans 1987 367 353 525 
Waste 8 4 30 

Pasta 1980 110 121 165 
Waste 5 12 12 

Pasta 1983 103 117 216 
Waste 5 3 1 --
Pasta 1987 89 81 108 
Waste 3 0 3 

Corn Tortilla 
Waste 1980 36 94 25 

Corn Tortilla 
Waste 1983 64 61 59 

Corn Tortilla 
Waste 1987 45 31 10 

The final table in this section, Table 6.11, presents our 

data for packaged breads and bread wastes. Again, the general 

trend in package size per household is a decrease in the 

average amount of both packaged breads and packaged sweet 

rolls. 
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TABLE 6.11 

BREADS: PACKAGES AND WASTES 

Daily Household Average 

Working Middle Upper 

Bread-Package 188 grams 262 grams 336 grams 
Bread Wastes '80 33 42 29 

Bread-Package 150 188 189 
Bread Wastes '83 39 33 79 

Bread-Package 140 177 243 
Bread Wastes '87 27 20 33 

SweetRoll Pack 59 85 181 
Wastes '80 3 6 3 

SweetRoll Pack 58 62 41 
Wastes '83 4 8 3 

SweetRoll Pack 48 47 54 
Wastes '87 4 1 15 

This chapter has presented a wide range of results that 

support the model of a differentiated consumption profile by 

class. It also provides evidence of a general pattern towards 

significantly less food consumption within each class. 

The general decrease in food consumption suggests two 

complementary strategies: consuming a product less often, and 

consuming a lesser amount of each product. These two 

strategies were complemented by greater acquisition of 

subsidized brand-names, which substantially increased their 

presence in 1983 and 1987. This may suggest a switch to 

cheaper brands, and more purchases of subsidized brand names 
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for basic food products. 

Governmental food programs did not help households to 

maintain their 1980 consumption levels. Overall, household 

food consumption frequencies decreased by 31 percent in the 

working class, 43 percent in the middle class, and 21 percent 

in the upper class. Since subsidized brands have a noticeable 

presence in 1983 and 1987, we can say that subsidies were 

utilized to some degree. It seems that the main impact of food 

subsidies and programs was to prevent household consumption 

from falling to even lower levels. 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

Overall Trends in Food Consumption by Class 
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The results of this research clearly show a pattern of 

decreased consumption levels through time. This lower 

consumption is not an outcome of a random variation in class 

diet but a product of worsening economic conditions for the 

working and middle classes. 

The overall results support the notion that a drastic 

downsizing of household diets was taking place in the Distrito 

Federal during the eighties. The Chi-squared test confirmed 

that there are class-based differences in consumption, and 

that the working and middle classes suffered significant cuts 

in household food consumption. The tests of statistical 

hypotheses, comparing the three classes for each sampled year, 

yielded support for the view that each class has its own diet 

pattern defined by a characteristic distribution of 

frequencies per food group and overall quantity of foodstuffs 

consumed. 

The diet profile follows a logical ranking, with the 

upper class consuming the most foods and the working class the 

least. The Chi-squared values confirmed that this differential 

consumption by class have a significance at .001 confidence 

levels for 1980 and 1983, and at a .05 level for 1987. 

Moreover, the consumption gap between classes grows when we 
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take into account household size. The average food intake per 

individual in middle class households shows a significant 

advantage over the worker's diet. If we combine the three 

samples taken per class, and then compare those three 

aggregates, the Chi-squared value also shows a clear 

difference beyond the .001 level of confidence. 

The changes undergone within each single class were also 

subject to testing using Chi-squared. The results show that 

the decrease in food consumption for the working and middle 

class households in 1983 and 1987 is statistically significant 

at the .001 level for the working class, and .05 for middle 

class. The values obtained for upper class households 

indicated that the observed changes did not constitute a 

significant difference from the estimated population values. 

working class households began wi th the lowest 

consumption rate and ended in the same position, losing one

third of the food items in their monthly diet. Risk of 

undernutrition may be the case for a great number of working 

class households that find themselves in the lower half or 

lower third of the frequency distribution for this class. The 

worst case scenario for these families is the combination of 

a lower-than-average food frequency with a higher-than-average 

consumption of junk and other, non-basic, foodstuffs. 

The changes in the middle class' food use profile were 

somewhat different than expected. In absolute terms of the 
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amount of food consumed in their diets, the working class had 

the lowest ranking among the three classes. But relative to 

its own consumption level in 1980, the middle class took a 

sharp dive in consumption by 1983. The middle class 

households' pattern of food use had a lot in common with the 

upper class, but the economic crisis hit them hard, and their 

consumption shifted in size and in composition to resemble a 

working class diet in 1983 and 1987. In short, the middle 

class had the highest percentage loss in their diets (43%), 

and most of the loss had occurred by 1983. 

A decrease in consumption (21%) for the upper class 

households was an unexpected resul t. Yet, even with this 

decrease, upper class households have what appears to be a 

plentiful diet. There are a number of explanations for this 

decrease. Our sample size for this class in 1987 may have been 

too low, and we were sampling a low end of the distribution of 

upper class diet, meaning that the diet of the upper class 

could be underestimated. 

Another plausible explanation may be a "psychological" 

effect caused by escalation of food prices. In this scenario, 

consumers shrink their acquisition of foods because they do 

not want to pay what they consider an exorbitant (although 

affordable) price for an item that now costs 50 to 100 percent 

more than it did a few months ago. During the period studied, 

inflation was high, and food prices were being continually 
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changed. Prices marked on packages were remarked at least once 

after the moment that the item was placed on a store shelf. 

A third factor could be that upper class households began 

using foods in a more efficient manner, buying only what they 

planned to consume and wasting less food in the process. 

My own view is that the sample size (N=20) is in part 

responsible for an underestimation of diet. A sample size of 

50+ is needed to avoid this situation. A combination of the 

other possible explanations may also account for part of the 

change. 

Some of the previous factors may also influence the 

consumption behavior of workers and middle class, but I 

believe that those factors were secondary to the impact of 

inflation and lower real salaries promoted by official 

economic policies. 

The Impact of Food Programs and Subsidies 

The impact of food policies on household diet could be 

characterized as a "safety net." In terms of the process of 

change itself, the dimension of diet complexity is well beyond 

any simplistic characterization of diet and its component 

foodstuffs. That is, at some point it may appear logical that 

in conditions of economic crisis, a household may concentrate 

on basic foods and eliminate what is considered secondary, 

junk, too expensive, and so forth. This reasoning seems, at 



260 

this point, to be a simplistic one. 

The fact is that households today draw from a range of 

hundreds of particular food items. This is complicated by the 

number of household members who make food purchases. Each is 

confronted with the task of buying while considering their 

budget, family size, availability, pricing (and price 

subsidies), seasonality, taste, tradition, quality, and other 

intervening factors. 

At any rate, governmental food programs may be divided 

into two periods. In the first period, food subsidies and 

programs in effect in 1980 were open to those with more 

resources. subsidies and programs did not seem to bring the 

worker's diet closer to middle class levels. Rather, workers 

stayed well behind the two other classes. Those earlier food 

programs may have helped to foster an indiscriminate 

consumption of foods by the middle and upper classes in 1980. 

The second period of food programs and subsidies (1983-

1987) did not help to improve the consumption levels of the 

working or middle classes, nor did it help to maintain the 

same levels of consumption. However, these programs did 

provide some help in two ways: by smoothing the decline from 

previous levels of consumption, and by keeping the diet from 

falling to even more dangerous levels (in the case of the 

workers). The programs certainly helped to avoid general 

undernutrition and malnourishment in the lower sectors of the 
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working class and helped the middle class to maintain a decent 

level of food consumption without draining their household 

budget. 

Limitations 

I have identified four limitations that impact on the 

results and their interpretation. These limitations do not 

change the overall trends in class-based food consumption, but 

they caution against sweeping generalizations. 

The first limitation is that of the 1987 sample size, 

particularly the small size of the upper class sample (N=20). 

Due to budget constraints, we had to reduce the sample size in 

1987. In an attempt to keep a balanced proportion of sample 

reduction across classes, similar cuts were taken from each 

sample size. Although we achieved our goal, and the 

proportional weight of each class remained wi thin the expected 

range, the fact is that upper class samples were too small. I 

think that this limitation resulted in an underestimation of 

the food consumption for upper class households in 1987. If 

this is the case, then our overall outcome would remain valid. 

This limitation would challenge our results if our sample size 

had overestimating food consumption, and the upper class 

consumption approximated the ranges of the working and middle 

classes. I think that this last scenario is unlikely. 

A second limitation is the lack of strong labeled 
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evidence providing a precise package size for each food item. 

I have indicated that food frequencies by household could show 

real changes undergone by families in the Distrito Federal, as 

long as the purchase size remained within the original range. 

The last section in the previous chapter indicates that there 

is not a general trend towards an increased purchase size for 

most food items. Rather, there is some indication that the 

size of food purchased may be decreasing over time. In this 

case, our lack of solid data to estimate food weights and 

volumes does not prevent us from gaining an insight into 

changes in food consumption. Another limitation is an 

incomplete knowledge of all of the formation processes that 

have an impact on food items and subtypes of products. 

However, if formation processes are the same for each food 

item and for each class through time, and if those processes 

have a similar distribution across classes, then the biases 

introduced by formation processes should have an even impact 

on our results. There may be a few exceptions in formation 

processes that create some minor disturbances in our results. 

However, I would maintain that most differences in food 

consumption by class are related to particular economic 

conditions. That is, differences do not seem to generated by 

differential formation processes either by class or through 

time. 

A final limitation is the lack of a survey of sampled 
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households. Questionnaires and interviews could help us bring 

another dimension to the research on material culture. Deeper 

knowledge of each particular household is a valuable tool that 

could provide insights into variables such as personal income, 

food budget, education, household composition by age groups, 

and more. This limitation does not undermine our results, but 

it makes clear that a combination of the study of material 

culture combined with appropriate interviews and 

questionnaires should yield a better understanding of all the 

variables involved in household food consumption. 

Implications 

The resul ts obtained by this research are in general 

agreement with what has been reported by other authors (among 

them Casanueva 1983 and 1984; Cuadernos de Nutrici6n 1991b; 

Calva 1989; Penella 1988; Bourges in Barcena 1987, and 1992). 

All of them reported drastic cuts in food consumption for 

working class and middle class households. They also reported 

substi tution of name brands for subsidized brands (i. e. , 

Alianza, CONASUPO, Libre). The three main trends in food 

consumption seem to be a decrease in the rate of consumption, 

together with consumption of smaller amounts (packages) and 

cheaper or subsidized brand names. 

The findings of this research are at odds with results 

reported by the official National Institute of Consumer 
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Protection (INCO), in 1989, and by Livas & Miranda (1988). The 

INCO indicates that food sUbstitutions and a heavier reliance 

on subsidized products were the only two side effects of 

higher food prices. They claim that overall quantity and 

quality of the diet remain at the original levels of the early 

1980s. Livas and Miranda, in turn, suggest that food 

consumption increased due to the amount of food subsidies and 

cheap staples available in the cities. Our results do not 

provide evidence to support claims that households maintained, 

much less improved, their consumption levels during the 

eighties. 

Finally, our results suggest that the Mexican state 

managed to control food prices, subsidies and minimum salaries 

wi th an outcome that left the working and middle class 

households with a diet significantly lower in overall 

quantities of food consumed. In other words, inflation was 

used to decrease the market price of the labor force. Our 

evidence shows that one outcome of the policies of economic 

recovery was lower consumption levels of working and middle 

classes. 

Future Work 

The results obtained here should be studied further at 

the light of public health statistics from Mexico City. Did 

illness that typically accompany malnourishment or 
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undernutrition rise during the eighties? Did nutrition related 

deaths increase during the period from 1980 to 1988? The 

building of a critical research link to public health data is 

a necessary step in order to obtain a better understanding of 

the full impact of the observed changes in household food 

acquisition and consumption. 

More research also is needed to keep up with changes 

after 1987. Any future work in this area could benefit from 

a number of improvements to our original research design. 

First, the sample size should be representative of the 

population under study to avoid a situation like our sampling 

of upper households in 1987 (N=20). Another improvement would 

be the complementary use of household interviews and 

questionnaires, even if this implies a reduction in the total 

sample size. Further research could also follow the same 

households through a prolonged period of time (a few weeks). 

Finally, the organization of the recording procedures and the 

structure of the data base should be revised in order to gain 

the maximum information while on the site of sorting and 

recording. The actual organization of records by food items 

and types should gi ve way to a recording structure that 

centers on households. 



APPENDIX A: FOOD CODE LIST AND RECORDING FORMAT 

01. .• BEEF 
02 ••• 0THER MEAT 
03 ••• CHICKEN 
04 ••• 0THER POULTRY 
05 ••• FISH 
06 ••• CRUSTACEANS 
07 ••• SHELLFISH 
10 ••• CHEESE 
11. •• MILK 
12 ••• ICE CREAM 
13 ••• 0THER DAIRY 
14 ••• EGGS 
15 ... BEANS 
16 ••• NUTS 
18 ..• SATURATED FATS 
19 ••• UNSATURATED FATS 
22 ..• CORN 
23 ... FLOUR 
24 ... RICE 
25 ... 0THER GRAIN 
26 •.• NOODLES, PASTA 
27 ... WHITE BREAD 
28 ••• DARK BREAD 
29 .•• TORTILLAS 
30 ••• REGULAR CEREALS 
31 ... HIGH SUGAR CEREALS 
33 ... CRACKERS 
34 ... CHIPS 
35 ... SWEETENED BREADS 
40 ••• UNKNOWN PRODUCE 
41 ••• FRESH VEGETABLES 
42 ••• CANNED VEGETABLES 
43 ... FROZEN VEGETABLES 
44 ... POTATO PEEL 
45 .•• FRESH FRUIT 
46 .•• CANNED FRUIT 
47 •.• FROZEN FRUIT 
48 ••• FRUIT PEEL 
49 ... PICKLES, JALAPENOS 

FOOD CODE LIST 

51 ••• HONEY, JELLIES 
52 ••• PASTRIES 
53 ••. SUGAR 
55 •.. CANDY 
56 ••• SALT 
62 ••• GELATIN 
69 ••• SLOP 
70 ••• COFFEE 
74 ••. CHOCOLATE DRINK 
75 ••• FRUIT OR VEG. JUICE 
77 ••• FRUIT DRINK 
79 ••• REGULAR SODA 
84 ••• LIQUOR 
85 ••• WINE 
86 ••• BEER 
87 ••• BABY FOOD 
95 ••• TAKE OUT MEALS 
96 ••• S0UPS 
97 ••• SPECIALTY SAUCES 
98 ••• PREPARED MEALS 

266 
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RECORDING FORMAT 

Household Data: 
1. Household Identification Number __________________________ _ 
2. Census Tract 
3. Date of Collection 
4. Total Sample Weight 
5. Date of Analysis 

Information for each food item found in household refuse: 
1. Item code number ____________ _ 
2. Number of items 
3. Fluid ounces 
4. Solid ounces 
5. Cost 
6. Waste in grams 
7. Brand name 
8. Type 
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APPENDIX B: FOOD CONSUMPTION TABLES 

TABLE B.1 
FOOD ITEMS: MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD FREQUENCY BY CLASS 

1980 

WORKING CLASS MIDDLE CLASS UPPER CLASS CHANGE 
HOUSEHOLD HOUSEHOLD HOUSEHOLD WORKING 

# CODE MONTH MONTH MONTH VS. HIGH 

1 BEEF 5.29 7.62 2.88 45.61% 
2 PORK 5.35 9.26 8.96 -67.48% 
3 POUL!rRY 6.58 10.57 8.96 -36.13% 
5 FISH 1.42 2.30 6.40 -352.09% 
6 SHELLFISH 0.40 0.26 1.28 -216.47% 

10 CHEESE 1.27 3.74 6.72 -429.74% 
11 MILK 11.58 23.51 22.72 -96.16% 
13 CREAM & 3.57 5.91 9.92 -178.13% 
14 EGGS 11.56 18.45 18.88 -63.26% 
15 NUTS 6.05 6.50 4.16 31.22% 
16 BEANS & 4.30 3.74 4.48 -4.14% 
18 SA!r-FA!r 1.21 2.56 7.04 -480.19% 
19 NONS-FA!r 4.04 4.33 5.12 -26.59% 
22 CORN & 6.29 4.14 5.76 8.39% 
23 FLOUR & 1.01 1.12 1.92 -89.88% 
24 RICE 2.08 3.55 5.12 -146.45% 
25 O!rHERCERE 0.13 0.39 0.32 -148.65% 
26 PASTA 4.58 6.11 6.72 -46.79% 
27 WHI-BREAD 11.36 17.73 18.88 -66.17% 
28 DAR-BREAD 0.51 3.02 3.20 -521.63% 
29 !rOR!rILLA 11.73 15.95 16.64 -41.86% 
30 BKFT-CERE 0.99 2.89 2.24 -125.63% 
33 CRACKERS & 3.57 3.81 5.12 -43.55% 
34 CHIPS & 7.00 5.25 5.44 22.34% 
35 SW!r-BREAD 6.43 8.01 4.80 25.40% 
40 UNK-PRODU 0.48 2.23 5.76 -1105.01% 
41 FRESH-VEG 54.76 65.13 64.95 -18.61% 
42 CAN-VEG 3.51 3.35 6.40 -82.26% 
44 PEEL-PO!rA 2.85 4.60 7.36 -158.28% 
45 FRESH-FRU 13.20 20.94 17.60 -33.33% 
46 CAN-FRUI!r 0.40 2.30 2.56 -532.93% 
48 PEEL-FRUI 43.66 59.49 61.11 -39.98% 
49 PICKLES & 2.50 3.81 3.84 -53.58% 
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TABLE B.1 - continued 
FOOD ITEMS: MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD FREQUENCY BY CLASS 

1980 

51 BONEY & 0.53 1.25 0.32 3!L98% 
52 PASTRIES 6.45 5.91 6.08 5.78% 
53 SUGAR 1.27 1.71 0.96 24.32% 
55 CANDY 36.36 33.55 29.75 18.16% 
56 SALT 0.64 0.92 0.96 -49.19% 
62 GELATIN 4.47 5.65 3.52 21.21% 
63 CORNDRIHK 1.21 0.26 0.32 73.63% 
69 PLATESCRA 0.86 1.31 0.00 100.00% 
70 COFFEE 5.83 4.07 4.16 28.62% 
74 CBOCDRIHK 2.33 2.10 2.24 4.06% 
75 JUICE 0.99 2.17 5.12 -415.72% 
77 FRT-DRIHK 4.04 3.68 3.20 20.88% 
79 SOFTDRIHK 24.41 20.09 13.44 44.95% 
84 LIQUOR 1.84 2.04 5.12 -178.49% 
85 WINE 0.20 1.51 3.20 -1482.33% 
86 BEER 6.64 5.71 5.76 13.21% 
87 BABYFOOD 2.15 3.02 6.08 -182.66% 
95 TAKEOUTF 0.22 0.66 0.32 -45.05% 
96 SOUPS 4.69 3.28 4.80 -2.39% 
97 SAUCES 0.07 0.20 0.32 -335.14% 
98 PREP-FOOD 0.06 0.20 0.64 -1060.38% 

344.93 431.83 449.52 



TABLE B.2 
FOOD ITEMS: MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD FREQUENCY BY CLASS 

1983 

WORKING CLASS MIDDLE CLASS HIGH CLASS CHANGE 
HOUSEHOLD HOUSEHOLD HOUSEHOLD WORKING 
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# CODE MONTH MONTH MONTH VS. HIGH 

1 BEEF 4.11 4.81 5.96 -45.07% 
2 PORK 4.36 5.48 9.59 -119.99% 
3 POULTRY 6.08 5.76 8.56 -40.81% 
5 FISH 1.27 2.09 3.11 -145.19% 
6 SHELLFISH 0.27 0.75 0.78 -190.15% 

10 CHEESE 1.00 1.70 5.44 -444.02% 
11 MILK 8.72 13.96 20.74 -137.82% 
13 CREAM & 4.06 5.44 9.85 -142.85% 
14 EGGS 10.69 11.04 16.59 -55.26% 
15 NUTS 4.36 4.18 6.48 -48.64% 
16 BEANS & 2.57 2.92 3.37 -30.97% 
18 SA!r-FA!r 1.20 1.38 4.93 -311.40% 
19 NONS-FA!r 3.86 3.75 4.41 -14.18% 
22 CORN & 4.36 4.26 4.41 -1.08% 
23 FLOUR & 0.73 0.83 1.30 -76.92% 
24 RICE 1.97 1.89 3.37 -71.45% 
25 O!rHERCERE 0.13 0.08 0.00 100.00% 
26 PAS!rA 5.04 3.47 5.96 -18.32% 
27 WBI-BREAD 12.03 12.50 16.33 -35.80% 
28 DAR-BREAD 0.29 0.63 0.00 100.00% 
29 !rOR!rILLA 11.26 10.81 10.89 3.28% 
30 BKF.r-CERE 0.66 1.50 3.63 -448.92% 
33 CRACKERS& 4.81 4.10 3.11 35.28% 
34 CHIPS & 4.52 4.34 5.44 -20.42% 
35 SW!r-BREAD 5.52 5.36 4.15 24.88% 
40 UNK-PRODU 0.18 0.16 1.56 -770.44% 
41 FRESH-VEG 42.10 38.70 64.04 -52.09% 
42 CAN-VEG 3.23 2.01 7.00 -116.41% 
44 PEEL-PO!rA 2.75 3.00 5.19 -88.41% 
45 FRESH-FRU 9.02 10.53 22.81 -152.80% 
46 CAN-FRUI!r 0.46 0.59 1.81 -290.58% 
48 PEEL-FRUI 39.17 40.00 58.07 -48.25% 
49 PICKLES & 2.79 1.66 5.70 -104.59% 
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TABLE B.2 - Continued 
FOOD ITEMS: MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD FREQUENCY BY CLASS 

1983 

51 BONEY & 0.29 0.83 2.85 -897.38% 
52 PASTRIES 3.34 4.18 5.44 -62.92% 
53 SUGAR 1.34 1.42 1.56 -16.06% 
55 CANDY 28.34 21.93 25.15 11.27% 
56 SALT 0.98 0.43 1.04 -5.51% 
62 GELATIN 3.43 2.92 4.15 -20.89% 
63 CORHDRINK 0.63 0.43 0.00 100.00% 
69 PLATESCRA 3.22 3.27 4.41 -37.01% 
70 COFFEE 3.70 2.88 4.67 -26.15% 
74 CBOCDRINK 2.41 2.05 1.81 24.78% 
75 JUICE 0.71 1.10 3.11 -335.22% 
77 FRT-DRINK 2.13 2.21 2.33 -9.72% 
79 SOFTDRINK 21.84 15.27 17.37 20.46% 
84 LIQUOR 1.57 2.21 2.59 -64.86% 
85 WINE 0.11 0.63 3.11 -2801.46% 
86 BEER 4.27 4.62 8.04 -88.17% 
87 BABYFOOD 1.04 0.95 2.59 -150.13% 
95 TAKEOUTF 0.59 0.71 3.63 -515.46% 
96 SOUPS 3.32 2.09 5.96 -79.39% 
97 SAUCES 0.16 0.32 0.00 100.00% 
98 PREP-FOOD 0.00 0.16 0.52 ERR 

286.99 280.30 424.92 
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TABLE B.3 
FOOD ITEMS: MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD FREQUENCY BY CLASS 

1987 

WORKING CLASS MIDDLE CLASS HIGH CLASS CHANGE 
HOUSEHOLD HOUSEHOLD HOUSEHOLD WORKING 

CODE MONTH MONTH MONTH VS. HIGH 

BEEF 3.20 3.72 13.76 -329.55% 
PORK 2.82 2.26 4.86 -71.97% 
POULTRY 5.35 6.88 8.90 -66.33% 
FISH 1.90 1.24 1.62 14.65% 
SHELLFISH 0.08 0.34 0.00 100.00% 
CHEESE 0.97 1.92 5.66 -484.45% 
MILK 8.89 14.11 15.38 -72.92% 
CREAM & 4.76 5.42 10.52 -120.92% 
EGGS 8.64 12.53 13.76 -59.25% 
NUTS 2.44 2.03 4.05 -65.55% 
BElmS & 2.99 1.81 3.24 -8.19% 
SAT-FAT 1.43 1.47 2.43 -69.44% 
NONS-FAT 3.67 2.93 2.43 33.78% 
CORN & 3.71 2.82 4.86 -30.93% 
FLOUR & 0.76 0.34 0.00 100.00% 
RICE 1.90 0.45 0.00 100.00% 
OTHERCERE 0.00 0.00 0.00 ERR 
PASTA 3.71 4.40 6.47 -74.57% 
WI-BREAD 7.71 9.37 8.09 -4.94% 
DAR-BREAD 0.59 1.24 4.05 -585.83% 
TORTILLA 7.88 7.45 9.71 -23.23% 
BKFT-CERE 0.72 1.69 0.81 -12.96% 
CRACKERS & 4.34 3.50 3.24 25.42% 
CHIPS & 4.89 4.51 6.47 -32.44% 
SWT-BREAD 5.61 5.87 4.86 13.37% 
UNK-PRODU 0.00 0.00 0.00 ERR 
FRESH-VEG 28.91 27.42 50.98 -76.36% 
CAN-VEG 1.01 1.69 2.43 -140.04% 
PEEL-POTA 2.23 1.92 3.24 -44.93% 
FRESH-FRU 7.08 6.43 11.33 -60.03% 
CAN-FRUIT 0.46 0.56 0.00 100.00% 
PEEL-FRUI 33.88 41.87 63.93 -88.69% 
PICKLES & 2.11 1.35 2.43 -15.22% 
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TABLE B.3 continued 
FOOD ITEMS: MONTHLY HOUSEHOLD FREQUENCY BY CLASS 

1987 

51 BONEY & 0.17 0.34 1.62 -860.16% 
52 PASTRIES 5.98 6.09 10.52 -75.80% 
53 SUGAR 1.05 1.02 0.81 23.19% 
55 CANDY 24.86 24.15 23.47 5.61% 
56 SALT 0.84 0.56 0.00 100.00% 
62 GELATIN 1.48 2.03 0.81 45.13% 
63 CORNDRINK 0.97 0.23 0.00 100.00% 
69 PLATESCRA 5.48 6.77 8.90 -62.49% 
70 COFFEE 3.16 2.48 3.24 -2.42% 
74 CBOCDRINK 1.14 1.58 0.00 100.00% 
75 JUICE 1.43 1.58 4.86 -238.88% 
77 FaT-DRINK 2.15 1.69 0.81 62.35% 
79 SOFTDRINK 14.79 10.16 12.95 12.46% 
84 LIQUOR 0.67 0.90 3.24 -380.08% 
85 WINE 0.34 0.56 0.00 100.00% 
86 BEER 3.79 2.48 5.66 -49.36% 
87 BABYFOOD 0.55 1.24 0.81 -47.72% 
95 TAKEOUTF 0.13 0.45 0.00 100.00% 
96 SOUPS 2.40 1.24 4.05 -68.45% 
97 SAUCES 0.17 0.56 0.81 -380.08% 
98 PREP-FOOD 0.08 0.00 0.81 -860.16% 

236.30 246.12 353.66 
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APPENDIX C: CHI-SQUARED VALUES 

Meats 

Dairy 

Vegetables 

Fruits 

Staples 

Breads 

Fats 

Junk 

Alcohol 

Other 

SUBTOTALS 

comparison by Class 
1980 

k' Wor l.ng 'ddl Ml. e 

2.82 5.23 

16.23 18.82 

0.02 0.25 

3.97 6.26 

0.64 1.04 

2.94 5.28 

2.60 2.07 

26.25 29.88 

0.14 1.30 

1.83 2.65 

57.94 72.78 

TOTAL CHI-SQUARED VALUE 1980 
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Upper 

0.15 

11.09 

0.44 

0.82 

0.12 

0.23 

3.83 

20.20 

1.52 

0.58 

38.96 

169.69 
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Meats 

Dairy 

Vegetables 

Fruits 

Staples 

Breads 

Fats 

Junk 

Alcohol 

Other 

SUBTOTALS 

CHI-SQUARED VALUES 
comparison by Class 

1983 

Work~ng 'd M~ dIe 

1.54 2.50 

11.24 13.24 

0.16 1.48 

1.33 0.98 

0.88 0.30 

0.00 0.74 

0.17 0.12 

8.81 6.75 

1. 66 1.31 

0.21 1.57 

26.00 28.98 

TOTAL CHI-SQUARED VALUE 1983 
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Upper 

0.45 

9.01 

1.26 

2.34 

3.00 

2.66 

0.32 

14.71 

2.66 

1.02 

37.42 

92.41 
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Meats 

Dairy 

Vegetables 

Fruits 

Staples 

Breads 

Fats 

Junk 

Alcohol 

Other 

SUBTOTALS 

CHI-SQUARED VALUES 
Comparison by Class 

1987 

Workl.ng Ml.ddle 

0.22 0.00 

2.32 3.19 

0.00 0.47 

1.09 0.92 

0.84 1.23 

0.01 0.55 

0.21 0.93 

2.04 1.50 

0.07 0.53 

0.22 0.12 

7.03 9.45 

TOTAL CHI-SQUARED VALUE 1987 

276 

Upper 

2.16 

1.11 

1.26 

1.50 

0.32 

1. 32 

0.25 

3.42 

0.39 

0.52 

12.25 

28.73 
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