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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation analyzes the creation of national parks in Mexico between 1934 

and 1940 as a program of national unity and federal resource control on the heels of 
revolutionary upheaval.  In radical new ways, national park formation marked a 
complementary relationship between revolutionary social change and the environment.  
The creation, administration, and defense of these parks symbolized larger processes 
reordering how regulatory legitimacy came about and what factors shaped policy 
implementation.  The parks, mostly within one or two hours of Mexico City, protected 
temperate forests but overlapped with longstanding communities.  While some scientists 
critiqued peasant forest use techniques, the inclusive politics of the revolutionary 
government and the vibrant opinions of residents prevented their eviction from these 
national spaces.  By articulating visions of their patrimony and zealously debating their 
rights to national territory, peasants, scientists, industrialists, and bureaucrats transformed 
revolutionary reforms into conspicuous environmental policy. This purposeful inclusion 
allowed citizens to forge national identity with explicit attention to the natural world.   

To demonstrate the assertion that social change had an environmental component, 
I use four case studies of Lagunas de Zempoala, La Malinche, Popocatépetl and 
Iztaccíhuatl, and Tepozteco National Parks.  These examples demonstrate the similarities 
and differences among the parks and their particular social, political, economic, and 
cultural implications.  Tourists to Zempoala, communal property holders in Malinche, 
resin collectors on Popo and Izta, and activists in Tepozteco remind us that environmental 
issues pervaded the life stories of thousands of people.  Parks were not whimsical oases 
for wealthy urbanites—they became tangible representations of how revolutionaries 
nationalized their natural territory. Revolutionaries planned their agenda for change based 
on the endowments of nature, they envisioned overcoming differences through the wealth 
of their surroundings, and they configured a revolutionary state to oversee that process.    

My study engages Latin American historians who have failed to consider the 
environment as a crucial factor in the construction of the new regime and revises world 
histories that underestimated conservation efforts in lesser developed countries.  Rather 
than a story of environmental declension, it provides fresh insight into the everyday 
working relationships among communities, governments, and their resources.   
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INTRODUCTION 

  
 
“A forest is a world, a physical and spiritual habitat, whether one loves it or shuns it.  A 
tree is a resource.”1  
 
“The Revolution as self-knowledge, the Revolution as a cultural event is the most lasting 
legacy of what went on in Mexico between 1910 and 1940.”2 
 
  

 
Figure 1: National Park Distribution. Archivo General de la Nación, Secretaría de Agricultura y Recursos 
Hidráulicos, box 1465, file 1/671, ca. 1943. 

 

Dissertation Premise  

Between 1934 and 1940 Mexican President Lázaro Cárdenas drew on broad 

popular support and far-reaching revolutionary laws to declare forty national parks 

                                                 
1 Mark Elvin, The Retreat of the Elephants: An Environmental History of China, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2004), 47.  
2 Carlos Fuentes, A New Time for Mexico, (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1996), 34.  
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throughout the country.3  He did so at the behest of domestic foresters and to the dismay 

of agrarian reformers.  The parks, mostly within one or two hours of Mexico City, 

protected temperate forests but overlapped with longstanding communities, many of 

whose residents had received land reform parcels from the same revolutionary 

government.  Some communities requested parks, while others objected to their presence 

but everyone had an opinion about the use of natural resources.  These monumental parks 

occupied valuable real estate where national history unfolded, where the resilient 

economy reemerged, and where the greatest populations of citizens remained.  Forested 

parks became the world in which citizens rediscovered themselves and redefined their 

future.  

How could a nation emerging from devastating violence and immersed in a 

radical social revolution afford to spend time declaring national parks?  Why did 

replanting forests and protecting watersheds jump to the forefront of revolutionary 

activities?  Where did ordinary people find the time to visit these parks and why might 

they defend them?  Parks symbolized larger processes reordering how environmental 

policy came about and what factors shaped its implementation.  Park creation marked a 

complementary relationship between revolutionary social change and the environment.  

Revolutionary leaders did not perceive parks merely as swaths of wilderness; they 

conceptualized them as part of the fabric of a revolutionary society and as natural wealth 

protected by the nation’s citizens.   

                                                 
3 For a complete list of the parks and their declaration dates see Appendix A.  
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Revolutionaries nationalized lands, waters, forests, and minerals and made the 

federal government an environmental steward.  Parks formed ideological and social 

constructs, invented, reinforced, and endowed with meaning by legislators, bureaucrats, 

scientists, campesinos, farmers, priests, teachers, and other ordinary people.  All of these 

groups made up the conglomeration of diverse peoples called revolutionaries because 

they all fought, physically or ideologically, in this process to create a better nation.  By 

nationalizing natural resources, they provided the framework of legitimacy for a 

revolutionary state that persisted throughout the twentieth century.  Fraught with conflict, 

this process pervaded national and local definitions of appropriate expertise, common 

property, economic dynamism, and resilient culture.   

The revolution, 1910-1940, provided the social and political context for national 

park creation. This deeply nationalist movement was profoundly fractured in terms of 

goals and visions for society. People joined the revolutionary cause from various 

constituencies—from the countryside and the cities, from Indian communities and 

modern factories—and lost their lives en masse.  In the first two decades, multiple 

peasant revolts, coups, and civil wars resulted in the assassination of three revolutionary 

presidents and several major revolutionary generals alongside hundreds of thousands of 

ordinary people.  Because of the vast inequalities of the nineteenth century, all major 

revolutionary declarations—from the Constitution of 1917 to the Six-Year Plan of 

1934—paid explicit attention to natural resources of land, forests, water, and minerals.  

The revolution made the national government the official and primary promoter of the 
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nation’s material and moral well-being.4  By the 1930s, Mexicans wanted an end to the 

violence and poised to demand the peaceful reforms—such as labor codes and new 

schoolteachers—that their fighting had promised.   

At this point, President Lázaro Cárdenas entered the picture.  Historians have long 

considered the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas, 1934-1940, as the period when the nation 

recovered, the national government and official party took form, and many promises 

became realities.5   Cárdenas redistributed more land then all presidents before him 

combined, he nationalized the oil fields, and he created the tools of a corporatist one-

party state that would reign throughout the twentieth century.  By nationalizing land, 

water, and forests, Cardenista officials hoped to control the natural world and pacify the 

peasants residing in it.  Local residents fought against this encroaching state, espousing 

their own ideas about appropriate resource use and demanding to live and work within 

the parks.  This struggle exposes the numerous demands on national resources and the 

difficulties faced by Cárdenas and his cadre of scientists as they fulfilled the radical 

salience of their new Constitution.  By articulating visions of their patrimony and 

zealously debating their rights to national territory, various constituencies transformed 

revolutionary reforms into conspicuous environmental policy.  

National parks fit into the nationalistic agenda of reformers and allowed regular 

citizens to feel pride in their country.  When these citizens fashioned, visited, used, and 

discussed the parks they revealed the significant role the environment played in their 

                                                 
4 Daniel Cosío-Villegas claimed it was the first political regime in the world to do so, see “The Mexican 
Revolution” 405-417 in Revolutions, Lawrence Kaplan, ed. (New York: Random House, 1973).  
5 Alan Knight, “Cardenismo: Juggernaut or Jalopy?” Journal of Latin American Studies, 26:1 (Feb 1994): 
73-107.   
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nation-building.  The parks provided a vision for a future of peace and prosperity and a 

promise of equality and brotherhood.  Parks gave foresters a sense of importance and a 

project to save their country’s environmental integrity.  Federal foresters planned 

programs of inclusion, from summer camps to museum displays, but they also believed 

they knew the appropriate ways to manage the parks.  Local residents benefited from 

park creation but spoke loudly when parks threatened to encroach on their livelihoods.   

These constituents did not agree on what the parks meant; therefore they conferred 

tangled significance onto these tenacious artifacts of their nation.  Revolutionary idealism 

limited the ability of government scientists to exclude country people from federal plans 

and simultaneously provided a legal framework for campesinos (subsistence farmers and 

rural wage laborers) to legitimately claim control over natural resources for their own 

management.  The regimented empowerment of the lower classes forced bureaucrats to 

listen to peasants and restricted any attempts at exclusion.6  Park plans and social policy 

coincided and the revolutionary context provided a safety net for park residents that 

federal officials might otherwise have evicted.  

In the 1930s, revolutionaries both opened up the possibility of national 

environmental policy and limited its potential exclusivity.  They imagined a nation with 

healthy retreats for urbanites and rich soil for campesinos.  They envisioned the majesty 

of national culture reflected in the expanse of the landscape.  They wanted symbols of 

peaceful nature to dot their territory and unify smoldering factions by lauding the beauty 

                                                 
6 Christopher R. Boyer uses this term to describe the privileged position given to peasants and rural 
workers that nevertheless restricted them with political structures beyond their control.  See Christopher R. 
Boyer, Becoming Campesinos: Politics, Identity, and Agrarian Struggle in Postrevolutionary Michoacán, 
1920-1935, (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 255.   
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of their country. They sought federal authority over natural resources to guarantee their 

future potential but they refused to allow that authority to proceed unfettered.  The 

revolutionaries did not espouse unified ideas or practical solutions but the history of park 

creation reveals that citizens had thought long and hard about the importance of the 

environment to their revolution.   

Research Significance  

These parks provide an original case study of revolutionary policy for several 

reasons.  First, revolutionaries viewed social change as a profoundly natural undertaking. 

In fact, they predicated their revolution on the federal control of land, water, forests, and 

minerals.  Despite their disagreements, revolutionaries saw natural resources as vital to 

national well-being and they configured laws to both use and conserve them.  Second, 

parks provided signs of future oriented and optimistic policy—revolutionaries saw parks 

as part of agenda for social change and part of the foundation of an egalitarian and 

modern society.  Third, local peoples played an explicit and integral role in shaping 

federal policy to match their vision for a new society.  Parks did not represent zones of 

dispossession; they became highly contested areas where Mexicans, from bureaucrats to 

peasants, spoke their opinions about national resource control.  

 By giving attention to four disparate parks, this dissertation examines the ways in 

which revolutionaries created parks and how they endowed them with dynamic 

meanings.  The main actors in this history include politicians, from President Cárdenas to 

Tepoztlán cooperative boss Juan Hidalgo, dozens of country people who worked the land 

and the forests for a living, and scientific foresters who promoted formal expertise 



 17

prerogatives.  Agrarian reform officials, former hacienda (large propertied estate) owners, 

and peasants petitioning the government for communal property all traverse forest and 

park boundaries in this history.  Some individuals, such as the nation’s principal forester 

Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, pervaded park creation on a practical level while other 

famous personalities, such as the artist Dr. Atl (Gerardo Murillo), impart spectacular 

enthusiasm into the parks’ story. The individuals and groups in this history came from a 

spectrum of the population and they revealed the inescapable resonance of park creation.  

Campesinos, foresters, or bureaucrats, as groups were neither unified nor homogeneous 

collectivities.   

In addition to the actions of individuals, I explain how the history of park creation 

contributes to the understanding of three major ideological issues. First, park creation 

reveals a particular side of how federal officials used access to the natural world  to 

promote nationalism and national unity.  Revolutionary bureaucrats and planners wove a 

web of revolutionary authority and stability through education campaigns, public 

festivals, tourist displays, and summer camps.  They also unified disparate people 

through the application of sanctioned legal tools.  The Constitution of 1917 provided a 

resolute starting point for any federal policy and carried the corollary benefit of 

bestowing campesinos with political influence.  Additional federal laws, like the 1926 

Forestry Law and the Six-Year Plan of 1934-1940, stated a coherent national agenda for 

managing forests and provided a means for implementing the Constitution.  While 

nationalistic plans appeared from upper levels of the federal government, campesinos’ 

demands reordered nationalist agendas.  Bureaucrats may have sanctioned a particular 
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national identity but their revolutionary brethren expertly encroached with their own 

ideas about rights and responsibilities.   

Second, establishing federal authority over natural resources triggered a fierce 

debate over the commons, that is, community owned land.  The Spanish colonial 

structure of land tenure recognized and relied on common indigenous properties in both 

woods and pastures.  Liberal reforms in the nineteenth century attempted to reform and 

eradicate these properties in favor of concepts of individual landownership.  While 

widely reduced, communal property did not entirely disappear and many residents who 

lost their holdings retained the memory and the historical legitimacy of their rights.7  

With the revolution, these campesinos reasserted their rights and reclaimed the duties that 

came alongside them.  In the minds of foresters, parks created a public good, a commons 

available for the passive enjoyment of all citizens and their children.  This commons 

relied on the expertise and management of skilled technicians and judicious decision 

makers who alone could determine the appropriate use of park resources.  For some 

campesinos, their own longstanding traditions of small scale extraction resulted in the 

superior condition of park areas and gave them the local authority to determine resource 

use.  This restricted commons of communal property likewise held legitimacy.  For 

many, local customs provided more accurate guidelines than did federal policies.  For 

hundreds of other citizens, the historical memory of the volcanoes or the park names 

provided an ideological commons that also faced contestation over meaning and use. 

                                                 
7 Emilio Kourí, “Interpreting the Expropriation of Indian Pueblo Lands in Porfiran Mexico: The 
Unexamined Legacies of Andres Molina Enriquez” Hispanic American Historical Review 82:1 (Feb. 2002) 
69-117. 
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Third, park creation fit into the widespread process of cultural incorporation that 

followed revolutionary fighting.  Led by intellectuals and artists like José Vasconcelos 

and Diego Rivera, national reconciliation promoted elevating the nation’s indigenous past 

and eulogizing the sophisticated advancements of pre-Columbian civilizations.  Through 

rural schools, public murals, radio programs, indigenous congresses, racial theories, and 

national parks, intellectuals promoted the idea of an ethnically diverse, but unified, 

citizenry. They repudiated political strongmen of the nineteenth century and promised 

their country had the natural and cultural wealth for a prosperous future. Art and 

literature came to the service of the revolutionary agenda, and creating parks out of the 

idyllic natural world aimed to bring rural people into the national story.  

   

Historiography 

By demonstrating that environmental history provides neither a ramp toward 

progress nor a declension into despair, this project contributes to scholarship on both the 

Mexican revolution and on the global environmental history of national parks.  This 

dissertation engages Latin Americanist historians who have failed to consider the 

environment as a crucial factor in the construction of the new regime and revisits world 

histories that have underestimated conservation efforts in lesser developed countries.  I 

aspire to provide fresh insight into the everyday working relationships among 

communities, governments, and their resources.   

 

Mexican Revolution 
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The revolution defined political, social, and economic events in the twentieth 

century and it has shaped, in one way or another, all studies since.  Many historians have 

tried to understand the social and cultural significance of the revolution.  The pendulum 

of interpretations has gone from unabashed praise of the radical changes to harsh 

criticism of an increasingly authoritarian government.  Recent studies include both 

acknowledgments of the genuinely popular social programs of the revolution and 

analyses of its disappointments.8  Scholars like Mary Kay Vaughn, Guillermo Palacios, 

Gilbert Joseph, Daniel Nugent, and Emilio Kourí demonstrate the myriad ways that both 

government officials and regular citizens shape the process of state formation.9  Authors 

such as Alan Knight, Luis González, Adrian Bantjes, and Ben Fallaw have looked at the 

Cárdenas period and shown that while many radical policies unfolded, opposition limited 

others, particularly when considered in regional context.10   Breakdowns in federal policy 

demonstrate the complex and multifaceted processes of state formation brought about by 

the revolution. Examining the environmental policies of the Cárdenas administration can 

help us to understand just how radical the revolution was, but also whose needs and 

desires were not heard. 

                                                 
8 Thomas Benjamin, La Revolución: Mexico’s Great Revolution as Memory, Myth, and History (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2000). 
9 Mary Kay Vaughan, Cultural Politics of Revolution: Teachers, Peasants, and Schools in Mexico, 1930-
1940 (Tucson: University of Arizona, 1997); Guillermo Palacios, La pluma y el arado: los intelectuales 
pedagogos y la construcción sociocultural del “problema campesino” en México, 1932-1934, (México: El 
Colegio de México Centro de Investigación y Docencia Económicas, 1999); Gilbert Joseph and Daniel 
Nugent, eds. Everyday Forms of State Formation: Revolution and the Negotiation of Rule in Modern 
Mexico, (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1994); Emilio Kourí, A Pueblo Divided: Business, 
Property, and Community in Papantla, Mexico, (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004). 
10 Knight, “Juggernaut or Jalopy?”;  Luis González y González, 2d ed. San José de Gracia: Mexican 
Village in Transition, John Upton, trans. (Austin: University of Texas Press [1972], 1998); Adrian Banjes, 
As If Jesus Walked On Earth: Cardenismo, Sonora, and the Mexican Revolution, (Wilmington, DE: 
Scholarly Resources Books, 1998); Ben Fallaw, Cárdenas Compromised: The Failure of Reform in 
Postrevolutionary Yucatán, (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2004).  
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Historians preoccupied with the social and political changes brought by the 

revolution have largely overlooked environmental programs, but scholars agree that 

governmental efforts to regulate land policy and nationalize oil are critical to 

understanding revolutionary goals.  A wealth of studies carefully examined federal land 

reform efforts that followed the revolution.11  Myrna Santiago’s recent analysis of the 

expropriation of the oil reserves in 1938 provides an exception to the dearth of 

environmental literature.12  Santiago demonstrates that the nineteenth-century trope of 

progress and civilization was exposed as false by the revolution but in turn 

revolutionaries used a narrative of rescuing a degraded wasteland to promote state control 

over nature.  This state directed control over nature also provided the basis for the staying 

power of the revolution and the stability of the regime through the twentieth century.  

Federal control over oil, minerals, and agricultural land has received attention, but few 

authors have addressed the creation of national parks and forests during the Cárdenas 

era.13   

                                                 
11 The classic work is Jesús Silva Herzog, El agrarismo mexicano y la reforma agraria: exposición y 
crítica, (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1964).  See also, David Rodfeldt, Atencingo: The Politics 
of Agrarian Struggle in a Mexican Ejido, (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1973), Ann L. Craig, 
The First Agraristas: An Oral History of A Mexican Agrarian Reform, (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1983); Dana Markiewicz , The Mexican Revoltuion and the Limits of Agrarian Reform, 1915-1946, 
(Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Reinner Publishers, 1993); William K. Meyers, Forge of Progress, Crucible of 
Revolt: Origins of the Mexican Revolution in La Comarca Lagunera, 1880-1911, (Albuquerque: University 
of New Mexico Press, 1994). Nora Hamilton points out the paradox that Mexico underwent a revolution 
but it continued to do more for the industrialists, commercial interests, and agricultural elites than for 
anyone else in, “The Limits of State Autonomy” Latin American Perspectives 2:2(1975) 81-108.   
12 Myrna I. Santiago, The Ecology of Oil: Environment, Labor, and the Mexican Revolution, 1900-1938, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).  
13 The exceptions on forests are two articles by Christopher R. Boyer, “Contested Terrain: Forestry 
Regimes and Community Responses in Northeastern Michoacán, 1940-2000,” in The Community Forests 
of Mexico: Managing for Sustainable Landscapes, eds. David Barton Bray, Leticia Merino-Pérez, and 
Deborah Barry, 27-48 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005) and “Revolución y paternalismo 
ecológico: Miguel Ángel de Quevedo y la política forestal, 1926-1940,” Historia Mexicana 224 (vol. LVI, 
núm. 3, abril-junio 2007).  For colonial forest use, see Bernardo García Martínez, “El Monte de Mixtlan: 
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Scholarship produced within Mexico has paid decidedly more attention to the 

natural world in terms of water and land resources.  Luis Aboites’s study of water 

nationalization remains the authoritative work and Alejandro Tortolero has compiled 

many important studies of the agricultural systems in the central region.14  Victor Toledo, 

a political ecologist, has also been active in fostering studies of environmental policy.15  

Some of the most influential environmental studies of the twentieth century come from 

the anthropologist Arturo Warman, who is neither a historian nor an explicitly 

environmental writer.  His studies of Morelos peasants and rural development have 

analyzed how environmental processes became contingent on social changes.16  

Three studies explicitly address conservation history.  Fernando Ortiz 

Monasterio’s seminal work Tierra profanada: historia ambiental de México spans the 

enormous period from pre-human history to the present.17  It offers a useful critique of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Una reflexión sobre el contrapunto entre doblamiento y naturaleza en el México colonial” pp. 55-74 and 
María de la Luz Ayala, “La pugna por el uso y la propiedad de los montes y bosques novohispanos,” pp. 
75-92, in Estudios sobre historia y ambiente en América: I Argentina, Bolivia, México, Paraguay, 
Bernardo García Martínez and Alba González Jácome, eds. (México: Instituto Panamericano de Geografia 
e Historia, El Colegio de Mexico, 1999).  
14 Luis Aboites, El agua de la nación. Una historia política de México (1888-1946), (México: Centro de 
Investigaciones y Estudios Superiories en Antropología Social, 1998).  Alejandro Tortolero, Entre lagos y 
volcanes.  Chalco, Amecameca: pasado y presente vol. 1 (México: El Colegio Mexicquense, 1993) and 
Alejandro Tortolero Villaseñor, ed. Tierra, agua, y bosques: Historia y medio ambiente en el México 
central, (México: Centre Francais d’études Mexicaines et Centraméricaines, Instituto de Investigaciones 
Dr. José María Luis Mora, Potrerillos Editores, Universidad de Guadalajara, 1996).  There exists a 
compilation of basic geographic information, content description, and minimal data in the publication, 
Ambrosio González and Víctor Manuel Sánchez L., Los parques nacionales de México: situación actual y 
problemas, (México: Instituto Mexicano de Recursos Naturales Renovables, 1961).   
15 Víctor Manuel Toledo, Naturaleza, producción, cultura: Ensayos de ecología política, (México: 
Universidad Veracruzana, 1989) and Víctor Toledo, “Modernidad y ecología. La nueva crisis planetaria” in 
Sociedad y medio ambiente en México, ed. Gustavo López Castro, 19-42 (México: El Colegio de 
Michoacán, 1997). 
16 Arturo Warman, “We Come to Object” The Peasants of Morelos and the National State, Stephen K. 
Ault, trans. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980) and El campo mexicano en el siglo XX, 
(México: Fondo de cultura económica, 2001). 
17 Fernando Ortiz Monasterio, Tierra profanada: historia ambiental de México, (Mexico: Instituto Nacional 
de Antropología y Historia and Secretaría de Desarrollo Urbano y Ecología, 1987).  For historiographic 
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human-caused environmental destruction, but unfortunately, it does little to put events in 

the early twentieth-century into the context of global conservation movements.  Lane 

Simonian’s Defending the Land of the Jaguar: A Conservation History of Mexico 

expertly chronicles environmental activities from the botanical gardens of the Aztecs to 

the anti-pollution campaigns of the 1980s.18 He considered conservation largely through 

the efforts of industrious and exceptional individuals.  His expansive work fails to offer 

an explanation of why conservation movements occurred or how they shaped local 

communities.  Debates about the creation of national parks were not limited to the upper 

echelons of the federal bureaucracy or to progressives in other countries. Ordinary 

individuals participated actively, if not always fruitfully, in those debates.  Journalist Joel 

Simon’s Endangered Mexico: An Environment on the Edge sounds the alarm for a more 

general environmental crisis through careful attention to the relationship between 

environmental pollution and social problems.  He laments how little historical scholarship 

has considered environmental change.19     

 There are several possible ways one could tell an environmental story of the 

revolution.  One could write history of conservation, as Lane Simonian has done for 

                                                                                                                                                 
overviews of environmental history of Latin America, see Guillermo Castro Herrera, “The Environmental 
Crisis and the Tasks of History in Latin America” Environment and History vol. 3 (1997): 1-18; Joan 
Martinez-Alier, “Ecology and the Poor: A Neglected Dimension of Latin American History” Journal of 
Latin American Studies, 23(Oct. 1991): 621-639; and Warren Dean, “The Tasks of Latin American 
Environmental History” in Changing Tropical Forests: Historical Perspectives on Today’s Challenges in 
Central and South America, eds. Harold K. Steen and Richard P. Tucker, 5-15 (Durham, N.C.: Forest 
History Society, 1992).    
18 Lane Simonian, Defending the Land of the Jaguar: A History of Conservation in Mexico, (Austin: 
University of Texas, 1995).   
19 Joel Simon, Endangered Mexico: An Environment on the Edge, (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 
1997).  
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Mexico and Sterling Evans has done for Costa Rica.20  One could, alternatively, write 

history of a place, perhaps a forest as Warren Dean wrote for Brazil’s Atlantic Forest.21 

One might also undertake a study of the environmental impact of the revolution as a 

destructive war.22  Instead, I have decided to analyze episodes within a social process, the 

revolution, and examine the environmental concerns of its progenitors.  By nationalizing 

land, forests, and water, revolutionaries wrote into the Constitution the means for their 

maintenance of power and the source for all benefits they would provide to the people. I 

have chosen, like the early foresters did, to focus on the temperate forests that coincide 

with the largest populations in the country.  These forests constituted a thoroughly 

inhabited wilderness.  

 

Global Environmental History: Wilderness, Modernization, and Parks 

The Wilderness Debate 

The naturalist poet and founder of the most prominent environmental group in 

Mexico today, Homero Arijdis, has remarked that there exists no word in Spanish for 

wilderness.23  The closest approximations denote empty territory, devoid of life (desierto, 

                                                 
20 Sterling Evans, The Green Republic: A Conservation History of Costa Rica, (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1999). 
21 Warren Dean, With Broadax and Firebrand: The Destruction of the Brazilian Atlantic Forest (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993). 
22 Historians have not overlooked how war has devastating effects on environments and this might explain 
important changes, but I do not undertake such a study.  Humans have an uncanny ability to destroy their 
own habitats and the death, demolition, and violence associated with warfare irrevocably change 
ecosystems in dramatic ways.  Edmund Russell and Richard P. Tucker, eds. Natural Enemy, Natural Ally: 
Towards and Environmental History of Warfare, (Corvallis: Oregon State University Press, 2004). Instead, 
I aim to examine the opposite: the environmental protection policies that dramatic civil war helped to bring 
about.    
23 Homero Arijdis, Panel Presentation at University of Arizona, April 2003.  The society’s name is Group 
of One Hundred (El grupo de los cien).  
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tierra baldia).  Manifest in the declarations of parks was the promotion of various notions 

of wildness, natural yet tame.  Wilderness, as a remote place untouched by humanity 

played little role as an inspiration for parks, yet park promoters still relied on ideas of 

nature as beautiful, as somehow different from man, as wholesome and cleansing, and as 

a site of rediscovery.  Wild spaces contained no expectation of emptiness or inhumanity 

and parks attributes were as modern as they were returns to Eden.24  Certainly, the parks 

provided a healthy oasis for urbanites, but their close proximity also held scientific 

purpose for improving the urban areas simultaneously.  In contrast to the development of 

national parks in the U.S. when wildness lost its savage qualities and became safe at the 

same moment cities became reviling, Mexican cities had yet to undergo intense 

industrialization.  If this caused an attraction to parks, their onset would have come much 

later.  Furthermore, as Richard White and William Cronon demonstrate, pristine and 

untouched landscapes became particular fantasies of people who no longer had a direct 

relationship with working the land.25  When revolutionaries created parks, two-thirds of 

                                                 
24 Emily Wakild, “Naturalizing Modernity: Urban Parks, Public Gardens, and Drainage Projects in 
Porfirian Mexico City,” Estudios Mexicanos/Mexican Studies 23:1 (Winter 2007): 101-123. In studying 
Latino environmentalism in New York City, Barbara Deutsch Lynch posited that Latinos viewed nature as 
a garden more than as a wilderness.  The lack of a frontier myth is a compelling explanation for this 
conceptualization.  Barbara Deutsch Lynch, “Garden and the Sea: United States Latino Environmental 
Discourses and Mainstream Environmentalism,” Social Problems 40 (1993): 108-24.  José Augusto Pádua 
has demonstrated that colonial Brazilian writers developed a critique of environmental destruction much 
earlier than has been imagined.  Commonly recognized figures perceived that they needed to implement 
profound socioeconomic reforms to prevent devastation at the hands of modern technologies.  See Um 
Sopro de Destruiçáo: Pensamento politico e crítica ambiental no Brasil escravista, 1786-1888, (Rio de 
Janeiro: Jorge Zahar Editor, 2002). 
25 William Cronon, “The Trouble With Wilderness, or Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” and Richard 
White, “Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work For A Living?” in Uncommon Ground: Rethinking 
the Human Place in Nature, William Cronon, ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996), 29, 171. These essays, 
especially the “Trouble with Wilderness” after its abridged publication in the New York Times, inspired 
numerous debates among environmentalists.  See J. Baird Callicott, “The Wilderness Idea Revisited,” in J. 
Baird Callicott and Michael Nelson, eds. The Great, New, Wilderness Debate, (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1998) and David Rothenberg, “Introduction: Wilderness in the Rest of the World” in David 
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the country remained rural and the state bureaucracy reestablished the relationship 

between hundreds of thousands of campesinos and land through reform parcels. Nature, 

natural resources, national parks, and the environment were endowed with meaning by 

different cultures in different ways.  

   

Environmental Modernization Theory 

Because people in the U.S. invented the idea of national parks, they have been 

able to define parks and conservation for decades.  Particularly in conversations with 

Mexicans about parks, U.S. officials maintained that they had a monopoly on the idea 

and other countries who aspired to have parks needed to adopt the U.S. approach.26  This 

repeats a framework of modernization that has held sway as an explanation for 

differences among the U.S. and Latin American countries promoting the U.S. model as 

the only appropriate path to development.  This modernization theory applies to the way 

conservation history has been told.  Mexicans gave the idea of national parks profoundly 

different meanings in order to fit it within their own conceptions of nature and to serve 

their own needs.  Instead of seeing this process as innovative, foreigners viewed these 

parks as misguided, and incorrectly applied, or even typical of the ignorance of Mexicans 

                                                                                                                                                 
Rothenberg and Marta Ulvaeus, The World and the Wild: Expanding Wilderness Conservation Beyond its 
American Roots, (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2001), xi-xxiii. 
26 Modernization theory, most clearly articulated by W.W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A 
Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960) holds that the problems facing 
Mexico (or other Latin American countries) emanate from their lagging behind Western Europe and the 
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and their government.27  This manner of thinking reinforced both the exceptionalism of 

U.S. parks and the backwardness of Mexican environmental policy.   Unfortunately, this 

paradigm persists in global environmental literature about parks.28 

 

National Parks 

Two large and healthy strands of global national park literature exist: 1) Parks 

served as bastions of democracy and 2) Parks served as tools of dispossession for evicting 

native peoples from the land and these peoples resisted the process valiantly.     

 Conservation has also long been viewed as a privilege only available for people 

who no longer rely on their position in the natural world to provide them with daily 

sustenance.29  High technology and modernization, which ironically were the causes of 

much environmental degradation in the first place, became the necessary requisites for 

appreciating nature.  This assumption results from the dominance of the U.S. 

conservation paradigm that dismisses acts of conservation that develop in ways unlike the 

unfolding of wilderness protection.  The U.S. government separated parks from urban 
                                                 
27 For example, the U.S. and Mexico negotiated during the 1930s over an international peace bark in Texas 
and Coahuila.  Herbert Maier, Regional Representative of the National Park Service, claimed that since the 
U.S. had instituted the idea of the international park, the U.S. officials would lead the way; in fact they had 
to lead because of Mexico's inexperience with national parks and preservation policies.  John Jameson, The 
Story of Big Bend National Park, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996), 106. 
28 When the National Geographic reporter Joe Nick Patoski remarked on innovative protection strategies of 
a proposed transboundary megacorridor between the U.S. and Mexico, he assumed local peoples needed to 
be taught that conservation benefited them.   Joe Nick Patoski, “Desolate Majesty: Beyond Big Bend,” 
National Geographic vol. 211 no. 2 (Feb 2007), 71. 
29 Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency: The Progressive Conservation Movement, 
1890-1920, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959).  Hays argued that the conservation 
movement was elitist in composition. Richard W. Judd recently revisited this idea by considering the 
relationship between folk thinking, ecological change and conservation trends in late nineteenth century 
New England and critiques that historians have overlooked some of gains of new social history and not 
differentiated masses of human actors on landscape.  He calls for a new American commons and common 
stewardship analysis. Richard W. Judd, Common Lands, Common People: The Origins of Conservation in 
Northern New England, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997).   
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areas (by creating parks in Wyoming) while Mexicans kept the national parks present and 

easily reachable.30  National parks provided proof that although the U.S. lacked the 

cultural heritage of Europe that stretched to antiquity, it held natural monuments that 

could replace man-made achievements and should be set aside as symbols of national 

pride.31 Scholars Joseph Sax, Ronald Foresta, and Alfred Runte have treated national 

parks as examples of U.S. exceptionality despite the fact that countries as diverse as 

Japan, South Africa and Sweden all declared national parks in the early twentieth 

century.  John Sears argues that tourism in the United States from 1820 to 1880 played a 

large role in the invention of American culture by constructing a symbolic landscape with 

broad appeal.  Tourist attractions took the functions of sacred places and mountains 

symbolized holy ground.32  The idea of U.S. park superiority resonates with connections 

to faith. Thomas Dunlap examines environmentalism, or the U.S. movement to preserve 

the earth from the 1960s onward, as a type of religion.33  He draws together a variety of 

examples and individuals to examine the linkages between care for the environment as a 

moral imperative and classical religions.   

 A growing body of work challenges the assumption that national parks had 

universal popularity.  Across the globe, resident local populations have been excluded 

from the processes of nation building that imposed park legislation. In the United States, 
                                                 
30 For the U.S. see Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1967); Alfred Runte, National Parks: The American Experience (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1979); Ronald Foresta, America’s National Parks and their Keepers (Washington D.C.: Resources 
for the Future and Johns Hopkins Press, 1984); Joseph Sax, Mountains without Handrails, Reflections on 
the National Parks, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1980). 
31 Runte, National Parks: The American Experience, 11-14. 
32 John F. Sears, Sacred Places: American Tourist Attractions in the Nineteenth Century, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1989), 3-7; 12.  
33 Thomas Dunlap, Faith in Nature: Environmentalism as Religious Quest, (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2004).  
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government officials forcibly removed the Blackfeet and Yosemite peoples from inside 

park boundaries or restricted them from resource use within the park.34  In Tanzania and 

South Africa, racialized policies of exclusion provided large animals more rights than 

local inhabitants.35  Thaddeus Sunseri reinterpreted a rebellion in German East Africa as 

a conflict over resource access where locals responded to the transformation of their 

sacred and ancestral forests into state reserves that imposed a boundary between 

agriculture and forests.36  Louis Warren analyzed how park creation in the U.S. involved 

conflicts over land uses and lifestyles between local people and outside power.37  The 

Canadian national park experience did not rely on the removal of native peoples to the 

degree that the U.S. did and when the Canadian government did exclude native peoples it 

was for game conservation, sport hunting, tourism, and assimilation purposes not only to 

create an uninhabited wilderness.38  

Ramachandra Guha has pointed out that the democratic park ideal overlooks the 

breadth of opinions and actions on behalf of the poor, who often have a much greater 

                                                 
34 Mark Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the National Parks 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999). See also, Karl Jacoby, Crimes against Nature: Squatters, 
Poachers, Thieves and the Hidden History of American Conservation, (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2001). 
35 Roderick P. Neumann, Imposing Wilderness: Struggles over Livelihood and Nature Preservation in 
Africa, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998); Jane Carruthers, Kruger National Park: A Social 
and Political History,(Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1995); Nancy J. Jacobs, Environment, 
Power, and Injustice: A South African History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
36 Thaddeus Sunseri, “Reinterpreting a Colonial Rebellion: Forestry and Social Control in German East 
Africa, 1874-1915” Environmental History 8:3(July 2003): 430-451.    
37 Louis Warren, The Hunters Game: Poachers and Conservationists in Twentieth Century America, (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997). 
38 Theodore (Ted) Binnema and Melanie Niemi, “‘Let the Line Be Drawn Now’: Wilderness, Conservation, 
and the Exclusion of Aboriginal People from Banff National Park in Canada,” Environmental History 
11(October 2006): 724-50. 
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stake in the preservation of nature because of their more intimate relationship to it.39  Yet, 

this presented another paradox; while the poor might organize to protest extreme acts of 

environmental destruction, they rarely acted to explicitly conserve or sustain 

environments through broader comprehensive management.40  Several scholars of India 

have suggested that the dualistic view of agrarian and environmental landscapes 

unnecessarily divides the two spaces.  They demonstrate that in certain contexts there 

existed a much greater overlap between farming, pasturing, and forestry.41   The stark 

distinction between agrarian production and environmental protection has often been 

overstated.   

                                                 
39 Ramachandra Guha, “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third World 
Critique” Environmental Ethics vol. 11(Spring 1989): 71-83.  Guha also points out that deep ecology 
overlooks overconsumption and militarization, two enormous sources of environmental degradation.  He 
argues that the focus on preserving wilderness excludes sustainable traditions of poor peoples.  His larger 
study examines how contradictory views of appropriate use reinvigorated protest movements by peasants 
residing in forests.  Ramachandra Guha, The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance 
in the Indian Himalaya, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).  Nancy Lee Peluso’s study of 
Java draws some of the same conclusions about the relationships between state power and local forest-
based resistance as Guha.  She demonstrates that state imposed changes on forest access affected how 
peasants resisted state control and argues that deforestation resulted from conflict, confrontation, and 
resistance in Rich Forests, Poor People: Resource Control and Resistance in Java (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992), 6. 
40 Environmental justice movements call attention to how unequal distributions of wealth and power result 
in disproportionate incidences of risk for poor communities including the siting of hazardous waste 
facilities, the presence of poisons and toxins, the monopolistic actions of corporate agribusiness that 
exclude smaller farmers, the construction of hydroelectric projects destroying traditional tribal water 
access, and ostracizing people of color from the mainstream environmental movement. For an introduction 
to environmental justice literature in its many forms see Joni Adamson, Mei Mei Evans, and Rachel Stein, 
The Environmental Justice Reader: Politics, Poetics and Pedagogy, (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2002).  Environmental justice literature generally pertains to the U.S. although similar activities of 
resistance take place globally.  See Sylvia Hood Washington, Paul C. Rosier, and Heather Goodall, eds. 
Echoes from the Poisoned Well: Global Memories of Environmental Injustice, (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2006). For an overview for Latin America, see  J. Timmons Roberts and Nikki Demetria Thanos’ 
overview chapter “The Scene, Its Problem and Roots” in Trouble in Paradise: Globalization and 
Environmental Crises in Latin America (New York: Routledge, 2003): 1-33; and an example of a study that 
is not explicitly about environmental justice but explores similar themes, see Sílvio Caccia Bava, 
“Neighborhood Movements and the Trade Unions: The São Bernardo Experience” in Social Struggles and 
the City: The Case of São Paulo, ed. Lúcio Kowarick, 202-224 (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1994).   
The lines between social activism and environmental justice remain sufficiently blurry.  
41 Arun Agrawal and K. Sivaramakrishnan, eds. Agrarian Environments: Resources, Representations, and 
Rule in India, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000).  



 31

Other studies of the interactions between states and their subjects demonstrate that 

the relationship is not one of inescapable opposition.  In Russia, the protection of 

ecological reserves by scientists persisted, despite the low priority of defending nature 

within the broader Soviet regime.42  Particularly in the latter part of the twentieth century, 

fishermen, rubber tappers, inventors, and conservationists in Latin American countries 

engaged their own governments and the appeal of international audiences to impart a 

pragmatic agenda for natural resource use in their specific areas.  For Bolivia, Ben Orlove 

demonstrated the ways fishermen at Lake Titicaca sought out the government in some 

matters but strove to keep control of their territories and resources in others.43  Since 

1988, official reserves for rubber tappers (seringueiros) in the Amazon have been 

promoted by local people and their allies as spaces for securing the rainforest and their 

livelihoods with minimal governmental intervention.44  In the plains of eastern Colombia, 

a remarkable group of individuals worked during the 1970s to develop an ecologically 

sustainable community and in the same period Costa Ricans established their country as a 

“green republic.”45  

                                                 
42 Douglas R. Weiner, Models of Nature: Ecology, Conservation and Cultural Revolution in Soviet Russia 
2d. ed. (Pittsburg: University of Pittsburg Press, [1988] 2000).  
43 Ben Orlove, Lines in the Water: Nature and Culture at Lake Titicaca, (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2002), 190. 
44 Susana Hecht and Alexander Cockburn, The Fate of the Forest: Developers, Destroyers, and Defenders 
of the Amazon, (New York: Harper Perennial, 1990), 228; and Marcus La Tour, “Extractive Reserves: 
Economic and Social Alternatives for the Tropical Rainforest” in Fighting for the Soul of Brazil, eds. Kevin 
Danaher and Michael Shellenberger, 123-129 (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1995). 
45 For Colombia, see Alan Weisman, Gaviotas: A Village to Reinvent the World, (White River Junction, 
VT: Chelsea Green Publishing, 1998);  for Costa Rica see Evans, The Green Republic.  For examinations 
of recent trends in global parks with resident peoples see Patrick C. West and Steven R. Brechin, eds. 
Resident Peoples and National Parks: Social Dilemmas and Strategies in International Conservation, 
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1991) and Charles Zerner, ed. People, Plants, and Justice: The 
Politics of Nature Conservation, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000) and Stephan Amend and 
Thora Amend, eds. Espacios sin habitantes? Parques nacionales de América del Sur, (Caracas, Venezuela 
and Gland, Switzerland: UICN and Nueva Sociedad, 1992).  Latin America boasts several studies of recent 
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These examples demonstrate that even before the 1992 Brundtland Commission 

Report’s popularized the term “sustainable development,” which became a catch phrase 

for incorporating native peoples and environmental industries into development 

programs, ordinary people had already established that they would not be ignored.46 The 

inclusion of local people into parks and planning has been told as a recent phenomenon 

brought about in tandem with U.S. environmentalism that spread awareness about 

rainforest depletion and biodiversity loss.  This narrative credits global environmental 

awareness to the rise of environmental movements in the U.S. in the 1970s and makes 

wealthy, white, urban actors the protagonists of “saving the planet.” In fact, recognizing 

the insistence of Mexican revolutionaries that their social programs had an environmental 

face might have presaged these more recent interpretations.   

The actions and policies by Mexican park promoters in the 1930s share 

similarities with these typical trajectories of park literature but in many ways they 

transcend the bifurcation of government and citizen.  Peasants, politicians, and 

practitioners put into place parks for a variety of reasons but they consistently linked 

                                                                                                                                                 
conservation at the local level.  Although there is ample attention to conservation activities of the past thirty 
years by geographers, anthropologists, and journalists, few historical studies examine parks in Latin 
American countries.  The more recent examples of Brazil and Costa Rica suggest that a different park 
paradigm may have been more widespread in Latin America, one that differed dramatically from either the 
U.S. or African park creation.  Mexico appears to be an anomaly, but I hesitate to argue exceptionality 
because of the lack of mid-level studies that could be used for comparison.  Argentina and Chile both had 
earlier parks than Mexico but little analysis has explained how and why those came about.   One exception 
is José Augusto Drummond’s Devastação e preservação ambiental: os parques nacionais do Estado do 
Rio de Janeiro, (Niterói, Rio de Janeiro: Editora da Universidade Federal Fluminense, 1997), and “The 
Garden in the Machine: Rio de Janeiro’s Tijuca Forest Environmental History  
46 The Brundtland Commission, named after the Prime Minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland, is the 
common name for the United Nations’ World Commission on Environment and Development that 
published its report called Our Common Future, in 1987. For one assessment of the report’s implications 
see Al Gedicks, “Native Peoples and Sustainable Development” in Green Guerrillas: Environmental 
Conflicts and Initiatives in Latin America and the Caribbean, ed. Helen Collinson, 34-39 (Montréal: Black 
Rose Books, 1997). 
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environmental policy to their nation and their revolution.  Revolutionaries expressed 

vibrant, radical opinions about the importance of national parks and their role in a just, 

equitable, and peaceful society.  Rather than a point of exclusion, parks served to unite 

people by giving priority to the one thing everyone had in common—a life shaped by the 

resources of nature.  Instead of accepting the U.S. wilderness ideal to shape their parks, 

Mexicans promoted a concept of human integration with nature.  They recognized that 

landscapes could be harmed or damaged in various ways—such as the clear-cutting of 

much of the land around the basin of Mexico City which led to intense erosion and 

flooding in the capital.  They saw the detrimental effects of mistletoe and of clearing 

forests for agriculture.  But instead of evicting their countrymen, park promoters sought 

to mitigate the extent of the interference rather than prohibit occupancy outright.  This 

did not result from the benevolence of elite scientists or their compassion for the plight of 

poor residents.  Such compromises on park resource use came about due to the fervent 

opinions and actions of local peoples that demanded their rights to resource use. Because 

of the social revolution, these campesinos had the authority and legitimacy to make 

demands of their own.  Government officials could not ignore these demands because 

that would mark them as traitors in their own revolution.  

On the other hand, campesinos, local peoples, and indigenous communities did 

not defend their resources out of an innate affinity for and knowledge of the wild world.  

They were not examples of the noble savage.47  These peoples defended the environment 

                                                 
47 Shepard Krech, III, The Ecological Indian: Myth and History (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999). See also 
Roger Bartra’s discussion of how the loss of a mythical paradise is invented to form modern culture and 
impose order on the chaos of an industrial lifestyle.  Roger Bartra, “Paradise Subverted: The Invention of 
Mexican Character” trans. Christopher J. Hall, in Primitivism and Identity in Latin America: Essays on Art, 
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for many reasons, among them because of their socioeconomic status that caused them to 

work directly with nature, their prior exclusion that had previously placed them outside 

mainstream channels of citizenship, and their lived experience of tradition and innovation 

that related to their understanding of how natural cycles and systems worked.  In other 

words, local peoples thought about their environment because they lived there.  They did 

not constitute static symbols representing wildness or irreverent transgressors; local 

peoples were historical actors that shaped their nation’s relationship with the natural 

world around them.  Few, if any, among them hoped to leave nature wild and untouched 

but thousands thought about the generations that would follow them and hoped to leave 

behind the benefits of thick forests and healthy waters for both agriculture and daily life.     

 

Dissertation Structure 

Parks provide a foundation for looking at broader processes, particularly how 

different people thought about the environment, how the revolution relied on natural 

resources and on nature, and how a convergence of ideas about nature allowed parks to 

develop and persist.   To demonstrate the assertion that social change had an 

environmental component, I use four case studies of national parks that highlight the 

varied and complex nature of the parks.  In alternating order, two focus on environmental 

policy from the highest levels of government, from the actions and perspectives of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Literature, and Culture, eds.  Erik Camayd-Freixas and José Eduardo González, 3-22 (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 2000), 4. 
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reformers and bureaucrats.  The other two provide insight into how local residents shaped 

the creation of national parks and attributed their own meaning to conservation.   

Chapter one’s case study, Lagunas de Zempoala National Park, focuses on social 

changes through educational campaigns, tourist experiences, foreign exchanges, and 

national festivals.  These activities promoted the authority of the federal government by 

legitimating their control over the forested landscape.  This popular park met the needs of 

various constituencies and they each endowed the park with their own meanings.  These 

meanings helped reinforce the nationalistic populism of President Cárdenas by creating a 

web of bureaucratic authority that naturalized national resource control.  The 

establishment of Zempoala demonstrates the many layers of creation that went into 

establishing the symbolism and bureaucratic power of the parks.  

In chapter two, a study of Malinche National Park, I examine the overlap between 

the restitution of village lands and the redistribution of hacienda property alongside the 

imposition of a federally managed national park. Federal laws provided a framework for 

bureaucratic management but also a means for securing local rights. The process of 

federal extension and local reconfiguration demonstrates how residents used legal and 

political channels to assert their opinions into unfolding environmental policies.   In this 

case, multiple groups used numerous definitions of the commons to compete for authority 

over the environment.  Some campesinos drew on their historical legacies while others 

emphasized their revolutionary service as justification for access to resources.  

Government officials affirmed their legal authority and claimed the knowledge to best 
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plan for the future.  The mosaic of land tenure that resulted from these competing claims 

to the commons reveals the resiliency of peasant and bureaucratic agendas.   

The third chapter addresses Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl National Park, and 

explains how revolutionaries harnessed economic and aesthetic resources to promote 

forest development, personal stoicism, and holistic nationalism.  Through an analysis of 

the symbolic landscape and pragmatic economies, this chapter examines how federal 

officials inscribed their ideas about development onto a historic setting.  While foresters 

hampered the expansion of small scale forest extractions, they buttressed the growth of 

larger companies.  Simultaneously, artists, travelers, and entrepreneurs conferred their 

own reverie for the spectacular volcanoes.   

In chapter four regarding Tepoztlán National Park, I demonstrate that ideas of 

conserving resources for future generations were not merely the domain of federal 

bureaucrats or wealthy foreigners.  Residents of this classic village discussed and debated 

the proper uses of their forestlands for years before the President fell in love with the area 

and declared it a park.   When he did, the sacred spaces of traditional societies (a 

pyramid) merged with the historic space of the Catholic Church (a convent) and formed a 

new shrine to the revolutionary government (a national park).  This unified national space 

represented the benefits of many layers of past national culture, and the promises of 

growth and beauty for the future.   Revolutionaries made sacred space part of the national 

patrimony because the transcendent meaning of the landscape helped them to construct a 

resilient revolutionary nation.  Later, descendants of these residents defended their 

national park from encroachment by outsiders.   
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In the conclusion, I make some final generalizations about the process of park 

creation and the actors involved.  I also address some of the reasons for waning park 

policy from the 1940s onward and the deleterious effects on the parks of national and 

global shifts towards industrialization.  Rather than a stage of modernization, a 

monument to democracy, a site of resistance, or a minor deviation in revolutionary 

bravado, national parks were acts that promoted the nearby forest as a world for 

rediscovery and national reflection.  Parks revealed a promise to incorporate all people 

into a national system of governance and to provide stability through federal resource 

control.  These parks remain the concrete manifestation of how revolutionaries turned an 

agenda for social change into tangible environmental policy.   
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CHAPTER 1: APPROPRIATE EXPERTISE: SCIENTIFIC EDUCATORS CREATE 
NATURE AND SOCIETY IN LAGUNAS DE ZEMPOALA NATIONAL PARK 

 

  
Figure 2: Sightseers seated in front of Laguna de Zempoala. Hugo Brehme, 1935, Fototeca Nacional, 
373136. 
 

Creating a Constituency  

Roberto Clemente, a tailor from Mexico City, expressed pride in his country in 

the comment book of Zempoala Lakes national park in March of 1938.  He claimed that 

the park was “one of so many beauties that unite my fatherland.”  On another excursion 

to Zempoala, Dr. J. A. Roate’s remarked that the healthy climate provided a perfect cure 

for persistent sicknesses.  The businessman Juan de Pérez claimed that the park was 

impressive but the terrible road impeded the trip.  Railroad worker Carlos Garcés 

observed it was one of the most beautiful places he had ever seen.  These men saw in the 

park reflections of the importance of their own professions.  The tailor visualized unity 

through beauty, the doctor saw health in the climate, and the businessman envisioned 
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opportunities with road construction.48  Park designers read these remarks and hoped that 

citizens would visit this park and see themselves reflected in its promise, just as these 

men had done.  They had designed Zempoala as an ideal park able to meet the desires of 

a broad array of constituencies with varied ideas about nature’s value.   

  Park administrators promoted many of the same values observed by Clemente, 

Roate, Garcés, and de Peréz because national parks needed visitors.  Three adjacent 

constituencies became wrapped up in park policies.  First, federal officials promoted and 

publicized national parks as part of inscribing their authority to manage the nation’s 

natural resources.  Federal officials, mostly foresters, were the major actors creating 

parks and the associated educational activities.  Second, rural residents found parks 

declared on top of their daily lives and many sought additional opportunities from these 

new creations.  Rural residents became the subjects of federal officials’ educational 

campaigns to reform national opinions about nature.  Third, urban tourists sought out the 

amenities of national parks to support the unification of their country and to display their 

increasing affluence and mobility.  Urban tourists were also subjects of federal 

campaigns and willing participants in revolutionary reforestation projects.   

Visitors adored the park because Zempoala captured everything these urbanites 

expected in a park: pacified temperate forests, proximity to the capital, and illustrious 

national landscape.  Nestled in the southwestern range of the Valley of Mexico, the seven 

Zempoala lakes rested in meadows between rolling ridges of pine and fir trees and 

surrounded mountain peaks named for President Cárdenas and Miguel Ángel de 

                                                 
48 Lagunas de Zempoala visitor logs, March, April, May 1938, AGN: SARH 1384, 1/157.  
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Quevedo. Located sixty-six kilometers from the capital and just fifteen kilometers off the 

highway, the park had the appropriate components of a sanctuary from the city—forests, 

water, vegetation, wildlife, clean air.  The park’s rural features made it a fitting getaway 

from the noise and mechanization of modern life while inexpensive improvements such 

as rustic picnic tables, parking lots, and hiking trails made this swath of nature appealing 

to city dwellers.49  These desires for the nature of the countryside with the benefits of the 

city came together in a naturalized vision of revolutionary nationalism.  

Planners relied on their appropriate expertise to demonstrate that Zempoala 

provided a suitable source of inspiration for artists and philosophers, a site of study for 

natural scientists, a privileged corner of rest and relaxation for workers, and a place to 

foster youthful vigor and exercise. The park could meet the needs of a diverse but health-

aspiring citizenry and provide a site for the social engineering of a unified national race.  

In a multifaceted campaign promoting natural resources, the new Forestry Department 

sought to establish the permanence of both forest resources and national administration 

through parks like Zempoala.   

National park history plays out amongst the branches and limbs of the central 

temperate forests.  While the revolution is best known for its agricultural reforms, 

forestry engineers, park officials, and state educators used scientific principles to 

convince citizens of the importance of natural resources, particularly forests.  These men 

felt certain that their country’s wealth would be squandered unless more urgent attention 
                                                 
49 Edmundo Bournet to Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, August 28, 1936, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157, 
tomo 1. While the park did not border any other parks directly, the temperate forests around the Valley of 
Mexico formed a truncated corridor of protected nature.  Lagunas de Zempoala, Cumbres de Ajusco, Sierra 
de Tepoztlán, Los Dínamos, Desierto de los Leones, and Insurgente Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla National 
Parks all took up portions of this forested environment although each contained unique features.   
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was given to the forests that embedded national history and daily life in the core of the 

country. The officers and employees of the forestry society, forestry schools, and the 

forestry department had the responsibility of expressing the national will by overseeing 

and mandating what would be done with the vast forest resources.  The National Park 

Lagunas de Zempoala provides an example of how parks could be used to educate 

citizens about the value of both the environmental conservation program and the 

legitimacy of the government.  Once citizens understood the appropriate information 

about the natural world, they would have the necessary expertise to support both nature 

protection and the revolutionary state.   

This park provides examples of park creation in many senses of the word. In 

order for national parks to become an established part of society, the federal officials had 

to create a culture of nature appreciation.  To do so, they created a space for experiencing 

nature and set this apart from areas of rural labor or agricultural production. They then 

publicized the meaning of this space. The federal officials and park visionaries also had 

to create their own authority, based largely on appeals to the virtues of formal scientific 

training and education.  With authority, federal officials then applied scientific forms of 

thought to their Mexican situation producing a set of truths that reinforced federal power.  

This effort solidified state control over natural resources and legitimated this control by 

inculcating new citizens who would in turn form the revolutionary nation.  This creative 

cycle took place most forcefully under the Cárdenas administration as part of a boom of 

state building and innovative government.  
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To better administer nature and people, forestry employees simultaneously 

marked the landscape with their own scientific priorities and attempted to infuse the 

citizenry with knowledge campaigns.50  Sometimes the regulations employed to these 

ends bordered on xenophobic (no non-Mexican music), other times they promoted 

rational science (no grazing around the lakes), but they all contributed to a strategy to 

shape new citizens in a natural environment. They labeled the landscape and physically 

marked the forests with tangible indicators of governmental authority, such as roads and 

signs.  Marks are meaningless unless their symbolism and power is understood, therefore 

the complementary process of securing bureaucratic power involved education—or 

convincing the population that this particular suite of knowledge was far superior to 

others.   

Information campaigns used demonstrative activities and didactic literature.  

Seedlings from federal nurseries were distributed for sowing nationwide.  Planting trees 

had two purposes: to reforest the woodlands and to perform a symbolic and instructive 

act teaching the importance of forests.  Arbor Day, Boy Scouts, and summer camps 

disseminated Forestry Department information about the benevolence of forests.  On the 

other hand, education, from rural primary schools to the national forestry institutions, 

promoted measures that sought to transfer new ideas and replace previous conceptions 

with more scientifically-based and nationally-approved forestry principles.   Parks 

                                                 
50 As James C. Scott has demonstrated, government administrators needed to know what it was they were 
administering in order to better collect fees, impose controls, solidify power, and direct social programs.  
One strategy used by the Cárdenas government appeared with the Forestry Department.  Scott, Seeing Like 
a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1998), 4.  
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provided locations for symbolic and tangible educational diffusion as Boy Scouts camped 

there, volunteers planted trees, and officials distributed scientific literature.   

In addition to moral and health benefits they could provide for the nation, parks 

offered clear economic opportunities.  Forestry officials believed that once campesinos 

appropriately understood forest values and virtues, their appreciation would translate into 

visits to the parks that stimulated the economy in the surrounding areas by purchasing 

food and fuel.  As citizens absorbed the virtues of forest protection, the reputation of the 

natural spaces would increase, leading to international interest in the parks.  By vending a 

lived experience, tourism extended the federal government’s creation of a new 

revolutionary citizen boasting modern knowledge and values.  Furthermore, bureaucrats 

justified tourism to counteract criticism for halting logging activities or taking forests out 

of production.   

The lakes and forests of Zempoala served as more than a backdrop for the capital 

city.  In the ambitions, actions, and attitudes of its multiple constituents, Zempoala 

reveals the social plans of the revolution in an environmental light.  Because this and 

other parks existed alongside hubs of daily activity, parks captured the people that 

promoted and absorbed revolutionary social change.   

 

Scientific Knowledge: From Científicos to Revolutionary Foresters 

While opinions about the area’s appropriate use varied, ultimate decision-making 

power for these resources rested with the Forestry Department officials which maintained 

their own authority by promoting the legitimacy of their formal scientific knowledge.  
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Federal forestry did not originate with the revolution but during the preceding liberal 

dictatorship. While historians have paid much attention to the role of scientific and 

positivist thought during the Porfiriato (1872-1911), much less is known about how a 

similar commitment to rational science influenced the revolutionary social reforms.51  

Quevedo provides a particularly interesting example in this respect because he played a 

role as one of the científicos, or scientifically oriented advisors, that made up the 

oligarchy during the government of Porfirio Díaz. He worked as an engineer on the Gran 

Desagüe project that sought to control permanently the waters of the central Valley.  He 

served in Veracruz on a reforestation and dune construction project to rid the port city of 

pestilence spread by mosquitoes in swampy areas.  Along with other científicos, he 

worked foremost to conserve nature in the quickly modernizing capital city.  Officials 

created more manicured gardens, tree-lined avenues, and public parks during the 

Porfiriato than at any other time in the capital’s history.52  Díaz and his científico 

advisors took the wild, uncontrolled natural world and gave it a modern façade throu

such projec

gh 

ts.   

                                                

The fear of degrading forests came from the experience of having it happen 

during the late nineteenth century.  The increase in public lighting, in railroads, and in 

building construction all relied heavily on the logging of forests and the consumption of 

 
51 John Fisher and Natalie Priego, “Ignorance and ‘Habitus’: Blinkered and Enlightened Approaches 
towards the History of Science in Latin America” Bulletin of Latin American Research 25:4 (2006)528-
540. The authors suggest that attempts by historians to interpret collective identity would be enhanced by 
recognizing science often served as a codeword for “enlightenment, erudition, and distinction” that also 
meant superiority.  Furthermore, they maintain that the diffusion of medical theories of disease, mostly 
French in origin, had a different trajectory in a mestizo nation that sought to include native peoples than in 
African or Asian colonies of the same period that relied on the marginalization of native populations, 533.  
52 Ramona Isabel Pérez Bertruy, “Parques y jardines públicos de la Ciudad de México, 1881-1911” (Ph. D. 
diss., Colegio de México, 2003), 3;  Wakild, “Naturalizing Modernity,” 110-115.   
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forest resources, mainly found in the corridor of temperate lands in the country’s central 

volcanic axis.  During the Porfiriato, laborers laid thousands of miles of railroad track 

using the pine trees for the ties because of their proximity to the tracks.53  Other modern 

advancements called for more, not less, use of natural resources.  Like many innovations 

that came with industrialization, electricity, rather than decrease the reliance on wood 

products, increased the overall demand for tree derived substances. Besides lampposts 

and poles to hold lines, refined products made from tree sap served as sealants and 

combustibles.  This shifted demand and created a divide between firewood users and 

users of chemically derived substances; in other words from the traditional and the 

modern.54  Fluctuations in the price of agricultural staples also pushed peasants into 

earning additional income from forest products like charcoal, firewood, tar, and 

turpentine.55  

                                                 
53 Carlos Sevilla Serdán, "El consumo de durmientes por los ferrocarriles nacionales de México." México 
Forestal XI, no. 1 (1933): 10-17. 
54 José Juan Juárez Flores, “Malintzin Matlalcuéyetl: Bosques, alumbrado público y conflicto social en la 
desarticulación de un etorno ecológico (Puebla-Tlaxcala, 1760-1870), M.A. Thesis, Universidad Autónoma 
Metropolitana Iztapalapa, January 2005;  Herman Konrad, “Tropical Forest Policy and Practice During the 
Mexican Porfiriato, 1876-1910” in Harold K. Steen and Richard P. Tucker, Changing Tropical Forests: 
Historical Perspectives on Today’s Challenges in Central and South America, (Forest History Society, 
1992): 123-143.  Konrad claims that the liberal reforms set the tone for three stages of tropical forest 
exploitation, maritime, inland riverbank, and inland railroad extraction. He also argues that the policies and 
practices implemented during the Porfiriato continued after the revolution and allowed the systematic 
exploitation of the tropical forests. There is yet to be a comprehensive study of temperate forests during the 
Porfiriato.  J.R. McNeil, Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the Twentieth-
Century World, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2000).  McNeil notes that while the general trend of forest loss 
was global in the twentieth century, temperate forests increased and even expanded by 1945 while tropical 
forest shrank.  The intense logging of temperate forests in earlier centuries rebounded because population 
growth slowed near the forests, farming yields increased and required less forest clearing and international 
trade of timber.  He claims that these reasons for increasing temperate forests promoted the deforestation of 
tropical forests, p. 232. Where Mexico falls in this trajectory is less clear particularly because while the 
temperate forests were exploited heavily during the nineteenth century, the rapid population growth and 
increased distribution of land played an important role in keeping pressure on the forests despite the efforts 
of the Forestry Department.   
55 Warman, We Come to Object, 171. 
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Central to the views of the científicos was the idea that society functioned like a 

living being, subject to strict natural laws of evolution and change but also capable of 

encouragement and development along appropriate lines.  The publication of a collection 

of essays from 1900-1902 in a compilation entitled México: su evolución social, 

described views of how the nation constituted an organism in the process of evolution 

towards progress.56  To improve this national creature certain components, most notably 

the character of indigenous people, needed development to bring them to their potential.  

With the end of the Díaz dictatorship, national policies made a shift towards upholding 

the masses and their revolutionary potential, but bits of this positivist thinking lingered in 

natural resource policies and control.  While the revolutionary fighting and economic 

reorientation of the new regime shifted such nature-based projects from the cities, they 

persisted into the revolutionary period, reappearing in the countryside.     

Quevedo worked for the dictatorship and also played a major role in fostering 

elite interest in forest issues.  He had help found the Central Forest Group (Junta Central 

de Bosques) in 1908, the first organization dedicated to knowledge about the nation’s 

forests.  The Group remained active through the presidency of Francisco Madero (1911-

1913), but was driven underground when Victoriano Huerta took power in 1913 and then 

reconvened as the Mexican Forestry Society, in 1923.  This social group of wealthy and 

educated men continued to set the agenda for national forestry priorities as long as 

Quevedo was alive. 

                                                 
56 Laura Angélica Moya López, La nación como organismo: México su evolución social 1900-1902 
(México: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana Azcapotzalco, 2003).  
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 In 1926, the Society published a formal declaration of the eighteen principles that 

formed that core beliefs of their members.  These principles centered on the benefits 

forests provided and would continue to supply if they were conserved, cared for, and 

replenished.  Members believed that forests would mediate floods, conserve soil, and 

maintain livable climates.  They advocated that all agriculture should be undertaken in 

the appropriate territory and forest vegetation should never be destroyed to cultivate food.  

They believed in the rational harvesting of forest products and that the economics of 

forestry allowed for logging and cutting, if it was done in a fashion that allowed the trees 

to regenerate for the future. Finally, these foresters believed that the wealth of forests 

made it their duty to ensure that all social groups were instructed in the principle 

elements of forest economy, to promote the best interests of the nation.57  This group of 

scientific men had faith that they knew what was best for their country, and their proof 

resided in their personal lived experiences and in their formal degrees. 

Several forestry schools existed in Mexico between 1908 and 1940.  The first one, 

founded by Quevedo and located in a wealthy suburban section of Mexico City known as 

Santa Fe, employed French foresters as professors because of the lack of national experts 

able to teach the subject.  It opened August 20, 1909 in a modest building with few 

amenities, but with a select group of teachers and the dedication of Quevedo behind it.58  

The school moved to the southern suburb of Coyoacán in 1912 and remained open until 

1914 with thirty-two students before political turmoil forced the school to close and sent 

                                                 
57 "Es preservar la vida trabajar por el árbol: Principios de conservacion forestal para todo bien ciudadano y 
que norman las labores de la Sociedad Forestal Mexicana." México Forestal IV, no. 5-6 (1926): 45-49. 
58 Antonio Sosa, “Cincuentenario de la Enseñanza” El Universal December 27, 1960.  
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Quevedo into exile.  After nearly a decade of neglect, passage of the 1926 Forestry Law 

included provisions for the training of forestry engineers.  By 1932, Quevedo convinced 

the national university to sponsor the training, and they did so until 1935 when the new 

Forestry Department sponsored the Superior Institute for Forestry Instruction (Instituto 

Superior de Enseñanza Forestal) in Coyoacán.  This time, Mexicans, with only a few 

foreign teachers, staffed the forestry school. The three semester curriculum emphasized 

discipline, honor, and a “forest spirit” as skills equally essential to technical knowledge.  

Teachers emphasized that foresters had to fight against adverse propaganda and enter the 

political battle if they were ever to achieve respect for and conservation of the trees to 

which they dedicated their work.59  In 1937, the school was transferred to Perote, 

Veracruz where it remained until 1939 when the school was incorporated into the 

National School of Agriculture (Escuela Nacional de Agricultura) and forestry became 

one of many majors available for agronomists (ingenieros agrónomos).  Antonio Sosa, a 

forest engineer and a product of this abbreviated trajectory, lamented the sad lineage of 

forestry education particularly when “it rested so benevolently on a love for trees and 

nature coupled with scientific principles.”60   

Foresters saw their work as fundamentally differing from that of agriculturists.  

Whereas an agrarian engineer sought the artificial propagation of plants, silviculturists 

(persons dealing with the development and care of forests) tended to imitate the 

cultivation techniques of nature, or so they believed.  Rather than cultivating for a short 

                                                 
59 "Plan de estudios en vigor para la escuela de guardería forestal y de caza y pesca." Boletín del 
Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, Feb-Apr (1936), 214-16. 
60 Antonio Sosa, “Cincuentenario de la Enseñanza” El Universal December 27, 1960. 
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term (one or two season) harvest, foresters looked ahead decades, even centuries, for the 

realization of their work. Foresters sought two related but opposed ends: the constant use 

of the forest and its perpetual conservation.  They saw their work as connected to larger 

natural cycles including climate, soil, and hydrologic regimes as well as wildlife and 

human habitats.  Additionally, the effects of forests in elevating human spirit and 

protecting aesthetic landscapes weighed in the foresters’ minds, such noble endeavors 

they believed were incomparable to the work of agriculturists.61   

After the demise of the dictatorship, foresters were faced with the challenge of 

changing from social groups of high society into makers of national policy.  In the views 

of the members of the Forestry Society, the only way to make forestry a legitimate and 

sovereign issue was to get it out from under the thumb of the Ministry of Agriculture.  

Many foresters saw their mission as helping agriculture, in the long term, by assuring a 

stable climatic regime and protecting hillsides from erosion.  Unfortunately employees in 

the Ministry of Agriculture saw their main duty as freeing up and distributing land for 

farming. In many places, the only unused land remained covered with trees.  

Agriculturists wanted to increase agriculture, as a revolutionary promise and an overall 

economic goal.  This meant, freeing up space to cultivate food, even if it required 

clearing forests.  As Quevedo saw it, there would never be enough force behind a 

bureaucratic forestry division as long as it remained subordinate to the contradictory 

mandates of the Ministry of Agriculture.   

                                                 
61 Antonio Sosa, “Cincuentenario de la Enseñanza” El Universal December 27, 1960; Enrique Rodiles 
Maniau, February 9, 1937, AGN: SARH 1468, legajo 21/4325; Julio Prado,  El apostol del árbol. Vol. 1. 
(México: Emilio Pardo e Hijos, Legión de Divulgación Cultural "Hijos del estado de Michoacán", 1936). 
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During the decades of the 1920s and 1930s, observers noted the disequilibrium 

surrounding the environment, particularly in the central valley with the highest 

concentration of people and of temperate forests.  Landslides, erosion, flooding, and 

climatic vacillations amplified the tensions associated with creating a stable economy and 

a secure government.  The revolutionary promise of land for the people who worked it 

seemed contradictory when forest degradation threatened cultivated fields with 

deterioration and disaster.  While proponents of forestry conservation proposed many 

solutions, one of the most popular was creating national parks to resolve the problem of 

forest degradation.  Parks, if national in orientation, gave the public a site that belonged 

to them, yet allowed the federal government to manage particularly crucial areas for long-

term benefits.   Parks, then, were more than sites of recreation; they served a broader 

ecological purpose by maintaining an environmental equilibrium for agriculture.  

Whether or not the foresters believed that the main benefit of a forest was to provide for 

agriculture, this premise fit into the post-revolutionary promises of land reform made to 

rural people.  It is likely that these scientists tapered their forest-privileging rhetoric to 

reach a broader audience. 

Cárdenas stood out as the appropriate politician to adopt some of the priorities of 

elite foresters and widen national attention towards forest issues.  He understood the 

conflict of bureaucratic interests and as one of his first acts as president, he created the 

autonomous Forestry Department, freeing it from the mandates of the Ministry of 
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Agriculture.62  This act was not an entirely original idea but one that came out of the 

official party’s economic contract with the people: the Six Year Plan for development.  

Cárdenas announced the new department on a radio address where he promised that 

greater federal control over forests did not mean the abstention from the use of wood 

products, but rather the vision of the department would be to study methods for the 

appropriate use of these natural resources.  He also supported the use of the army to 

ensure that people complied with the new rules and the training of salaried technical 

workers to manage reforestation.  Because of the vast devastation of the forests of 

Michoacán that occurred while he was governor, Cárdenas seemed to have a soft spot for 

trees.63  At the national level Cárdenas could see that other forested states besides 

Michoacán suffered from tree clearing for agriculture and other products.  The President 

promised to foster research into gas and other combustibles by private initiatives in order 

to replace the use of forest derived fuels.64   

Quevedo also played a prominent role in the revolutionary government of 

Cárdenas.   Science in the 1930s no longer bore only promises of modernity, but instead 

it symbolized the possibility of rational equality.  Rather than remodeling cities into 

replications of Europe, science could be employed to reconfigure the countryside where 

the largest numbers of people resided.  In planning for this reconfiguration, Cárdenas 

                                                 
62 The Agrarian Department, in charge of land reform, was itself freed from the clutches of the reactionary 
Ministry of Agriculture in January of 1934, only a year prior to the creation of the Forestry Department. 
The Agrarian Department, like the Forestry, reported directly to the president of the republic who alone 
named and could remove its chief. Warman, We Come to Object, 167.  
63 Simonian, Defending the Land of the Jaguar, 86.  
64 President, Lázaro Cárdenas. "Mensaje del C. Presidente de la República, General Lázaro Cárdenas, 
radiado al pueblo mexicano el 1o. de enero de 1935 en lo concerniente a la creación del Departamento 
Autónomo Forestal y de Caza y Pesca." Boletín del Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca 1, no. 1 
(1935): 36-38. 
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overlooked Quevedo’s association with the dictatorship and chose him to head the 

Forestry Department precisely because of his scientific training, conservative reputation, 

and practical experience.65 Because formal forestry education had barely begun before 

the revolutionary upheaval curtailed its development, there were few eligible candidates 

with the skills, experience, and commitment to take on the directing of this new 

department.  Cárdenas knew Quevedo’s reputation for reforestation and his strict 

dedication to forest issues.  While it may seem incongruous that Cárdenas would pick a 

functionary of the Porfirian regime to head a newly autonomous department, Quevedo’s 

experience outweighed his political associations.  No other candidate even came close, 

despite the fact that Quevedo was seventy-three years old when he took over the job.  

Quevedo supported revolutionary promises less than enthusiastically, but his dedication 

to science and the diffusion of conservation, as well as a certain amount of self-righteous 

egotism, convinced him to take the job managing the nation’s forests.66   

Over time, a small group of scientists trained in forestry appeared and the federal 

government employed nearly all of them, although many later went to work for private 

companies.  Quevedo also created a popular museum, the Museum of Flora and Fauna, in 

Chapultepec Park in Mexico City to display information about his department’s activities.  

These engineers in the Forestry Department consistently commented on their 

interpretations of the condition and ideal situation for national forests.  They had three 

main principles that guided justifications for protecting forests.  First, they believed 
                                                 
65 John Sherman contends that Cárdenas was increasingly threatened by the unity of the right and made 
conscious decisions because of these threats, see “Reassessing Cardenismo: The Mexican Right and the 
Failure of a Revolutionary Regime, 1934-1940,” The Americas 54:3 (Jan 1998): 357-378.  Ben Fallaw also 
maintains that regional politicians curbed Cárdenas’ ability to make changes, Cárdenas Compromised, 6. 
66 Boyer, “Revolución y paternalismo.”  
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healthy forests protected watersheds, slowing down torrential rains and holding water in 

the soil.  Second, this water retention contributed to a more stable and predictable climate 

with fewer vacillations and extremes.  Third, they believed that certain areas were 

inappropriate for agriculture because of their altitude and vegetation.  With that reasoning 

they successfully convinced Cárdenas to prohibit the granting of agricultural ejidos in 

forest lands.67  Beyond these main forest-centered principles, nature could not be 

assessed so easily.  Engineers observed and critiqued what they saw as the destructive 

role of humans in the forest.68  The Forestry Department also promoted collaboration in

forest management and sought to cultivate individual and collective action.  They knew

that people lived among forests and preserving trees by evicting or ejecting the residents 

was not an appropriate, or feasible, solution given the revolutionary context.  Wh

enforcement and coercion certainly played a role in the administration of particular parks 

and federal forests, intellectual prodding and propaganda played into the tactics of the 

scientists as well.  Instead of violence or coercion, foresters chose to build their authority 

by marketing their righteousness.    

 

 

ile 

                                                

 

Foreign Knowledge: Idea and Tree Swapping 

Scientific knowledge and authority came from numerous sources.  Policies 

developing in the United States influenced Mexican foresters as did those from the long 

 
67 Restitution of these lands remained acceptable, but Quevedo and the Forestry Department objected to the 
handing out of forest lands to communities that had no prior experience with forests and only intended to 
clear the forest for their fields.   
68 Engineer Antonio Sosa called Tlaxcala the most impoverished state in natural resources due to the 
actions of man. Antonio H. Sosa, "Breves apuntes sobre la cuestión forestal en el estado de Tlaxcala” 
México Forestal VI, no.5-6(1926): 54-63. 
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emulated country of France.69  Quevedo had himself been trained in France, and the 

proximity to the United States inspired periodic exchanges.  Quevedo and two associates 

attended the North American Conservation Conference in 1909 and negotiations for 

several border parks brought officials from both nations into contact repeatedly in the 

1930s.70  Quevedo, Daniel Galicia, and Hans Zimmerer took tours of American parks, 

including Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico, the Grand Canyon in Arizona, and Sequoia 

National Park in California.  These trips gave them the opportunity not only to see the 

way U.S. national parks were run, but also to exchange ideas and philosophies of park 

management. There were several attempts to use a theme similar to the U.S. Park 

Service’s “See America First” campaign as Mexican officials called on their fellow 

citizens to “Know Our Mexico.”71  In 1936, Angel Roldán, an engineer with the Forestry 

Department, attended the Congress on Silviculture and Carbon Fuels, in Brussels.  In 
                                                 
69 Forestry managed for and by government agents draws its origins from France and Germany in the early 
eighteenth century.  The first university programs in forestry were at the University of Freiburg in 1787 and 
the forestry school in Nancy, France in 1824.  Foresters from all over the world attended these schools and 
carried the philosophy and methods of state-run forestry with them.  For example, Pinchot trained at Nancy.  
Quevedo trained in France, but not as a forester.  He studied mathematics at the Institute Polytechnique in 
Paris and later graduated from the Ecole Superior des Ponts et Chaussees as a civil engineer.  In addition to 
training in classes, Quevedo learned scientific thought from people like Louis Pasteur and received 
practical advice from Paul Laroche, a French engineer working on the Suez Canal. Miguel Ángel de 
Quevedo,  Relato de mi vida (Mexico, 1942), 4.  European and U.S. ideas about conservation have strongly 
influenced Third World forestry policy, particularly by training foresters.  These ideas attempted to 
simplify forests by transforming it into a manageable sources of constant wood with minimum diversity.   
Scott calls these ideas “hegemonic” by the end of the nineteenth century.   Peluso, Rich Forests, 7-8.  Scott, 
Seeing Like A State, 11-22.  Donald Worster shows that in this period of European and U.S. forestry 
development, two views on the human place in the world emerged.  The first, an arcadian, or romantic 
pastoral, view of the ecology advocated peaceful coexistence with nature while an imperial tradition aimed 
to establish through the excerise of reason, human domination of nature.  Donald Worster, Nature’s 
Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas, 2d ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, [1977] 1994), 3-
56.  Hints of French and German forestry rationalization along with arcadian and imperial views of ecology 
certainly appear in how forestry programs unfolded in Mexico and influenced policies and implementation 
methods. 
70 Gifford Pinchot, Breaking New Ground, commemorative edition (Washington D.C.: Island Press, 1998), 
361-372.  The other Mexican representatives were Romulo Escobar and Carlos Sellerier.   
71 Octavio Benavides, "Conociendo a nuestro Mexico: El Parque Nacional "Popocatepetl - Iztaccíhuatl"." 
Protección a la Naturaleza, March 1939, 14-19. 
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addition to the conference he went on a tour of French, German, Swiss, Austrian, 

Czechoslovakian, and Polish parks and reserves making observations on each and 

bringing back ideas on how to improve the parks.72 Shortly thereafter, Quevedo took a 

tour to Guatemala to foster friendship with the southern neighbor, and he proposed an 

international peace park to include the Suchiate River in Chiapas.  On the same trip, 

Quevedo was delightfully surprised to find a monument of the vibrant reform president 

and national hero, Benito Juárez, with his profile in the center of an enormous stone 

Aztec calendar, prominently displayed in a city park in Quetzaltanango.73   

 

Figure 3: Mexican forestry delegation in Quetzaltanango, Guatemala. Quevedo seated far left. Sosa, “Un 
viaje a Guatemala: Segunda Parte.”  
 
 

Perhaps less expectedly, Mexican engineers, bureaucrats, and scientists looked 

outside the U.S. and Europe for techniques.  The fishing division of the Forestry 

                                                 
72 Ángel Roldán, "Informe sucinto acerca de los Parques Nacionales de Europa presentado al C. Jefe del 
Departamento Forestal por el Ing. Forestal Ángel Roldán, Delegado al Congreso de Silvicultura de 
Brúcelas." Boletín del Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, January 31 1936, 281-85. 
73 Antonio H. Sosa, “Un viaje a Guatemala: Segunda Parte” Protección a la Naturaleza III:14 (October 
1938), 4-15   They called the trip a “Forest Mission.”   
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Department took an extensive tour of Japan and invited Japanese experts to Mexico to 

improve the fish cultivation and health programs.74  Japanese experts did not limit their 

contributions to fish; one Japanese professor sent one hundred cherry trees to be planted 

in Lagunas de Zempoala park.  The trees were to help with erosion around the lake, but 

also to exemplify the exchange of knowledge, friendship, and nature between the two 

countries.75 In addition to reaching out to Japan, a special series in the forestry journal, 

Forested Mexico (México Forestal) featured a twelve part article on the trees of South 

Africa and the cultivation of Mexican pines in that country.76  While Mexican foresters 

prided themselves on their methods, often derived from European and American 

techniques, they also adeptly sought and embraced knowledge from other global sources, 

and they believed in their own particular contributions to the world of forestry. 

The flow of ideas about forestry or national parks went both directions.  The 

Forestry Department officials and the government publication agents took special 

measures to publicize national achievements in the realm of natural resources worldwide.  

Daniel Galicia wrote an article explaining the new national parks and their merits that he 

had translated into English and sent to Venezuela, Peru, Uruguay, Poland, Italy, and 

England among other places.  When the article appeared in a Czechoslovakian 

newspaper, the foreign publication made news in Mexico.77   

                                                 
74 Protección a la Naturaleza December 1937 
75 Gilberto Serrato to Daniel Galicia, February 12, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157, tomo 1.  The 
Japanese professor was named Minoru Izawa. 
76 México Forestal September 1936 through July 1938.   
77 AGN: SARH 1434, legajo 1/2007, tomo 1.  Many of the Latin American countries rejected the translated 
article, stating that it is their policy not to publish in foreign languages.  This proved a major oversight in 
marketing to not have sent them the article in Spanish the way it was first written.   
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Besides written descriptions, trees themselves were sent as ambassadors of 

friendship to represent the solidarity among American nations.  Mexico sent an 

ahuehuete (a native cypress species) seedling to Peru and the California Avocado 

Association made a trip to Atlixco, Puebla presenting a bronze plaque in recognition of 

the shared wealth generated by the avocado tree.78  Individuals also came as ambassadors 

of good will towards trees and natural resources. Gabriela Mistral, a Chilean poet, was 

given honorary membership in the Mexican Forestry Society, and she also wrote a special 

entry in their magazine entitled “Hymn to the trees.”  

 In essence, building national parks formed an international endeavor developed 

through exchanges among different nations.  Contact with and tours to other countries 

involved crafting the messages that deserved promotion and also collecting useful 

information for future incorporation into projects and plans.  By 1940, Mexico led the 

world in number of parks although the total area protected remained relatively small 

because parks existed in close proximity to the nation’s main population center.  By 

interacting with other countries on park topics, officials promoted their achievements and 

became ambassadors of rational planning and multiple uses of natural resources.  Far 

from copying the ideas that sprang out of forestry schools in France or national park 

development in the U.S., Mexican foresters and officials created programs, meanings, 

and constituents of their own.  Undoubtedly they were influenced by international 

developments, but more consistently they were shaped by local circumstances and 

domestic ideas and suggestions.  

                                                 
78 For Peru, see AGN: SARH 1479, legajo 1/6835.  For avocado tree see Protección a la Naturaleza March 
1938.  
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Publishing the Park Program 

With few actual students in the forestry school and an ambitious project of forest 

adoration to complete, foresters undertook several publicity measures to increase their 

profile.  They reached a larger audience though a societal journal, a popular magazine, 

and a national museum.  Radio programs, books, newspaper articles, and pamphlets also 

figured into the strategy of convincing the public about the necessity of forests and parks.  

The Forestry Society’s published voice, Forested Mexico, attests to the scientific 

orientation of this cadre of foresters. This publication included articles expounding on the 

taxonomy of native flowers, studies on potentially useful trees, descriptions of forests in 

Italy, as well as plans for the rational enhancement of forest cover in Mexico.  The 

variety of articles ranged dramatically, but the scientists’ agenda centered on protecting 

forests for future use and spreading the benefits of forests to other areas.  A central 

component of protecting the woodlands on high volcanoes or mountain ranges hinged on 

the idea that this protection would insure more fertile land in the lower population 

centers.  With this scientifically based rational planning foresters intended to improve the 

agricultural and climatic conditions in an area becoming increasingly fragile.  

Remnants of científico thinking merged into revolutionary forestry, and several 

publications reached out to a broader audience.79  In Forested Mexico, utmost concern 

                                                 
79 Gilberto Serrato, "Informe general de los principales trabajos desarrollados por la Sociedad Forestal 
Mexicana, C.L. durante los años 1936-37, que el Consejo de Administración rinda a la Asamblea General 
Ordinaria, celebrada el 22 de abril de 1938." México Forestal XVI, no. 4,5,6 (1938): 17-21.  This gendered 
division is similar to what Susan Schrepfner found for the United Status, that geology shaped masculine 
perceptions of the environment while botany shaped feminine perceptions.  Susan R. Schrepfer, Nature’s 
Altars: Mountains, Gender, and American Environmentalism, (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of 
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centered on the Valley of Mexico, but considerable attention also fell on Chihuahua, 

Oaxaca, Michoacán, Tlaxcala and a few tropical forests. The emphasis by the society on 

the temperate forests was also taken up by the Forestry Department.  The temperate 

forests, at that time, stood out to foresters as the most prominent forest resource more 

highly valued and esteemed than the tropical forests of the south that foreign foresters 

fancied.80 These forests were also more markedly national, because the largest percentage 

of the population lived in and among these tree stands.  Temperate, not tropical, trees 

made up the natural patrimony of wealth.    

Besides the journal for a learned audience, in the late 1930s the Forestry 

Department also produced a popular magazine for consumption by the general public.  

Distributed free in Mexico City, Protecting Nature (Protección a la Naturaleza) included 

a range of articles and topics from descriptions of national parks to instructions on 

building a home aquarium.  Here again, forestry officials demonstrated their views that 

the relationship between natural and wild had maneuverable, rather than rigid boundaries.  

Furthermore, the magazine advocated interaction with nature, through flowers in the 

home, fish kept as pets, and trips to natural spaces.  For example, in March of 1938, 

Protecting Nature featured two articles on trees that provided food.  The first reported on 

a celebration of avocado trees by the California Avocado Growers Association and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Kansas, 2005), 6. While there were no female foresters and few Forestry Department employees were 
women, women certainly visited national parks and were involved in forestry in other ways. In 1938, a 
women’s auxiliary organization was founded, known as the “Friends of the Tree and the Flower” Women’s 
Committee:  (Comité de Damas “Amigas del Arbol y de la Flor”) but they did not have a separate 
publication.  The women’s club’s main activities included supporting Arbor Day, promoting educational 
activities in schools, and developing the decorative flower industry. 
80 Tom Gill, Land Hunger in Mexico, (Washington D.C.: Charles Lathrop Pack Forestry Foundation, 1951), 
48-50. 
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second listed the fruit trees planted in Guerrero by the department.  These stories 

combined to demonstrate the utility of various trees and the widespread recognition for 

them.  The next article, part of the series, “Knowing our Mexico” featured the National 

Park Nevado de Toluca, located between Mexico City and Toluca.  The article and 

accompanying photographs of visitors frolicking in the snow promoted the healthy and 

recreational purposes of the park.  Finally, the same edition featured a collection of 

poetry and writing from female students in the primary grades of public schools, 

including such statements as, “the tree is my friend because it gives me life” and “I want 

to see the mountains and valleys of my fatherland and the parks and gardens in my city 

covered in trees” and “Tree, you offer shade and fruit along life’s paths, you give 

happiness and health.”81  Diffusing ideas about forests through glossy photographs and 

articles aimed to influence citizens and their perceptions of nature, and in turn reinforce 

the righteousness of the federal government as the steward of natural resources.  The 

department even used the shaped, culled, and even created ideas of children to promote 

both a universal and a national vision of forests.   

Articles about national parks also included numerous photographs, many of 

Mexicans enjoying nature.  Campesinos with sombreros sitting perched upon a picnic 

table, gazing at the tranquility of the lake adorned an article about Zempoala and 

promoted a peaceful interpretation of the parks and of lower classes.82  A picture of men 

and women enjoying the new fallen snow in Nevado de Toluca national park west of 

                                                 
81 Octavio Benavides, “Conociendo nuestro México: Parque Nacional Nevado de Toluca, (Zinantecatl)” 
Protección a la Naturaleza II:7 (March 1938), 7-10. 
82 Hugo Brehme, Excursionistas sentado en frente de laguna de Zempoala, 1935, Fototeca Nacional, 
373136. 
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Mexico City demonstrates the accessibility of rare wonders.83  Tourists could get in their 

cars and visit the snow quickly, but still get home for dinner.  Photographs also included 

exhibits featured at the National Museum of Flora and Fauna, encouraging visits to the 

displays.  A diorama of the Lagunas de Zempoala National Park was constructed and 

placed in the Museum of Flora and Fauna so that the public could easily understand its 

facilities and attractions.84 

                         

Figure 4: Visitors to Nevado de Toluca National Park in winter of 1938. 
Octavio Benavides, “Conociendo nuestro México: Parque Nacional Nevado de Toluca, (Zinantecatl)” 
Protección a la Naturaleza II:7 (March 1938), 8. 
 

Creating a National Park  

Creating Zempoala National Park exemplifies the process of landscape 

demarcation, knowledge production, and regulation proliferation promoted by federal 

officials.  Quevedo selected this ideal park site and the indigenous people in the area 

knew it well. Although federal officials imposed the park from the outside, in many ways 

it converged with the interests of local residents and did not completely overpower them.  

                                                 
83 Benavides, “Conociendo nuestro México,” p 8. 
84 Daniel Galicia to Eduardo Madero Mendoza, October 14, 1938, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157. 
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The declaration of Zempoala as a park occurred swiftly, and its designation persisted over 

time. The largest lake was declared national property in 1926 as it met the requirements 

set forth by the federal government for nationalizing water sources.85 The area officially 

became a national park on November 27, 1936 with aims to conserve forests, promote 

popular recreation, foster geographic investigation, encourage tourist development, 

provide wildlife protection, and preserve natural beauty.  Owners of lands within the 

boundaries of the park were to be compensated for their property.   

Before the designs to create a park, the area was relatively unknown, due to its 

location on the boundaries between Mexico and Morelos states.  Marking the territory set 

the park land apart from the surrounding communities on paper, and it set their 

communities precisely outside the protected zone’s boundary.  Edmundo Bournet, the 

engineer in charge of technical inspections and also the acting president of the Mexican 

Forestry Society, explained that the boundaries were marked by not only taking into 

account the hydrology and silviculture of the area, but also the topography.  He believed 

such scientific methods successfully outlined the beauty and richness these forests and 

lakes captured.86     

 

                                                 
85 One such requirement was that the water source be a natural, not a man-made lake. These lakes were 
certainly natural, but the interpretation of such a requirement did not consistently influence the 
management practices on behalf of the Forestry Department.  For them, natural was not always desirable.  
Domingo Diez to Director de Aguas, Tierra, y Colonización, July 5, 1926, AHA: AS, Caja 1699, Exp. 
24969. 
86 Edmundo Bournet to Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, August 28, 1936, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157, 
tomo 1. 
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 Figure 5: Sketch of the protected zone of Lagunas de 
Zempoala 1936. Edmundo Bournet, Croquis de la zona protectora de las Lagunas de Zempoala, AGN: 
SARH 1384, legajo 1/157 

 

 Residents of the closest community to the park, Huitzilac, lived almost entirely 

off the exploitation of the forests.  Some geographical features of the park, such as the 

Sawmill Plain (Llano del Aserradero) attested to the area’s prior uses.  Forest exploitation 

did not completely draw to a close with the creation of the park; in fact, Huitzilac had a 

forestry cooperative, established in 1929, that exploited dead wood by making charcoal.  

Like most rural towns, residents focused on agriculture above all other industries. The 

Agrarian Department granted Huitzilac an ejido out of restituted lands although the 

property included a boundary between the state of Morelos and the Distrito Federal with 

an unclear delineation.87  The former property owner complained to the Agrarian 

Department that the residents of Huitzilac had begun to use the forests that did not belong 

                                                 
87 See the ejidal resolution in the Diario Oficial November 7, 1929 or in AGA: Huitzilac 24/3120, vol. 6. 
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to them.88  Two other communities existed slightly more distant from the park 

boundaries, Tres Marías and Xalatlaco, which conflicted repeatedly with Huitzilac over 

ejido boundaries.89  In addition to several agencies of the federal government (Agrarian 

and Forestry Departments), these communities also each had arrangements with the 

Mexican Southern Energy Company (Compañía Mexicana Meridional de Fuerza, S.A) 

starting in 1931, that allowed power lines and their maintenance on community 

property.90  While the area was certainly not conflict free, none of these communities 

explicitly protested the park’s use of lands in their region as residents quickly did with 

other parks.  Some vendors were displaced from the area when the declaration went into 

effect, but since they were not given payments from the government, they likely returned 

to sell their goods to the weekend crowds.91  Nevertheless, the demarcation of the site 

and its development as a park took place with little protest from the local community.  

Many residents believed they had much to gain from a national park in their backyard. 

                                                

 City dwellers recognized this was an ideal park, and visitors used it eagerly.  In 

addition to the hundreds of monthly visitors in the park between 1936 and 1939, various 

groups used it for nature excursions.  The national Treasury Department held a retreat for 

their employees in the park, and the first youth summer camp in Mexico likewise took 

 
88 Ángel Entrambasagua to Departamento Agrario Delegación del Distrito Federal, October 26, 1937, 
AGA: Huitzilac 24/3120, vol. 5.  
89 Alfonso Ruíz Guillen to Delegado Departamento Agrario en Cuernavaca, November 4, 1941, AGA: 
Huitzilac 24/3120, vol. 5. Tres Marías was sometimes called Santa María. 
90 Gustavo Alva Campos to Jefe de la Oficina de Promoción, October 14, 1948, AGA: Huitzilac 24/3120, 
vol. 5.  
91 Miguel P. Dehesa to Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, February 21, 1936, AGN: SARH 1384, 
legajo 1/157, tomo 1. 
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place there.92  Some locals observed the popularity of the park and requested rights to 

concessions to provide food and refreshments to visitors and even to establish a dance 

floor.93  Residents of Huitzilac hoped that the reforestation of areas around that park 

would include fruit trees that they could use as additional sources of income.  They also 

asked that the highway be extended to reach the park and their community.94  Forestry 

officials saw the park as a museum of restricted nature, park users and local residents 

viewed the space as a source of multiple economic benefits.    

 

Taming Animals and Residents 

The vision of a perfect park manifested in Lagunas de Zempoala was not based on 

an idealized view of nature as a separate realm from humanity but instead on a 

multifaceted collection of beliefs developed over time from multiple influences.  The 

park supporters main efforts did not solicit unspoiled non-humanized nature that 

intrinsically deserved protection from evil human predators.  Instead, a park provided a 

place for humans and non-human nature to intermingle and these relations at times 

required some manipulation by park administrators. The forest environment provided a 

salubrious and relaxing atmosphere that also served as an educational site.   

Forestry Department officials saw room for enhancement of parks by creating 

spaces as habitats for wildlife.  Administrators at Zempoala stocked the lakes with trout 
                                                 
92On Treasury Department see J. Manuel Corona, May 20, 1938, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157, tomo 1.  
For the summer camp look at Alfredo G. Basurto’s report June 1, 1938, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157, 
tomo 1. 
93 Luis Rivera Melo to Daniel Galicia, October 14, 1938, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157, tomo 1.  
Galicia denied the request as it was not in keeping with the park decree.  
94 Lázaro Cárdenas, interview with Presidente Municipal of Huitzilac, January 9, 1938, AGN: SARH 1384, 
legajo 1/157, tomo 1. 
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and the forests with deer and quail to augment the connection of humans to wildlife 

within the park.   For example, in May of 1937 the Director of Fishing Stations requested 

two daily workers (peones) to dig and develop the ditch alongside the lake that would be 

used for the feeding of young trout introduced and cultivated there.95  Park administrators 

wanted to allow urbanites to learn as much as possible from the natural surroundings and 

learning included wildlife.  Meanwhile, officials tried to keep pigs and cows from the 

surrounding communities from grazing in the parks.  Conservation in this national park 

served the enjoyment of humans more than the benefit of the natural inhabitants.   

Administrators faced similar challenges getting the introduced “wildlife” to 

behave as they wanted.96  Seven deer were introduced to Zempoala Park in 1943 with a 

corral and a fence to keep them in (for a zoo-like exhibition).  The park administrator, 

Eduardo Madero Mendoza, complained that the deer jumped the fence each night and had 

to be pursued into the woods to bring them back.  To the satisfaction of Madero, one 

female deer that he referred to as “Bambi” had learned not to flee to the woods.  Instead, 

Bambi would escape to the park office where the employee Inez Tlacuilo fed the deer 

corn bread so it would no longer need to go into the woods.97  This taming of a 

purportedly wild animal and linking of it with international cultural icons promoted 

controlled nature.  While this dietary change and domestication of the introduced wildlife 

                                                 
95 Felipe B. Berriozabal to Oficial Mayor Servicio de Pesca Interior, May 18, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, 
legajo 1/157. 
96 For example of prohibitions of grazing near the lakes see Miguel Ángel de Quevedo to Miguel P. 
Dehesa, April 1, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157, tomo 1.  
97 Eduardo Madero Mendoza to Gustavo Martínez Lacarra, May 15, 1943, AGN: SARH 1385, legajo 
1/157, tomo 3. 
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may seem ironic and contradictory, the park employees were satisfied that they created 

the required components of a park.   

The set of scientific truths employed and disseminated by the federal government 

included a distinction between domesticated and wild animals, based completely on 

species and habitat instead of behavior.  That well-behaved and appropriate deer in a park 

would demonstrate correct and real nature, despite a manipulated diet and captivity 

behind a fence, made perfect sense to park employees.  Nevertheless, they simultaneously 

worked to ensure all animals deemed livestock (mainly cows, pigs, and sheep) were not 

allowed to graze in the park as their existence there made the park less wild and less 

suitable as a museum of nature.  This interpretation of nature allowed the managing and 

manipulating of flora and fauna to fit the particular vision these scientists held for their 

revolutionary new nation.  

The administration of wildlife behavior was not markedly different from 

administering residents or tourists within the park.  Forest guards, usually one for every 

park, served as security officials to ensure that visitors followed rules and respected each 

other and the site.  While no egregious violations occurred in Zempoala during the 1930s, 

a fine line existed between enforcement and public image.  Forestry officials remained 

quite concerned about this line.  In October of 1937, the radio station XRW’s program, 

The Sound of the World (El oído del mundo) featured a segment on Lagunas de Zempoala 

national park.  Much to the dismay of the forestry officials, the segment contained a 

complaint against one of the employees of the park for not taking all the necessary steps 

to ensure that tourists were fully accommodated.  The radio program called on the 
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Forestry Department to correct irregularities to benefit the park and the public.  Upon 

investigation, the department found that one of the visitors was playing around on a 

bridge between the lakes and the park guard called out for him to be careful not to fall 

and ordered him off the bridge.98  While the entire set of circumstances for this 

confrontation are unknown, the contradictions between serving the public and enforcing 

park rules threatened the image of the forestry officials.   

The Museum of Flora and Fauna also sponsored the first national dog and cat 

shows to educate the public on refined breeds.99  Just as the re-introduction of deer into 

Zempoala and the prohibition of livestock highlighted the boundaries between domestic 

and wild animals as they were viewed by the officials, the dog and cat shows highlight 

the nuances among varied animals.  The boundaries between natural and artificial were 

sufficiently blurry, but the exposure of the urban masses to captive non-human nature 

preformed a serious function for the department, it refined the distinction of a modern, 

healthy society while conserving the very opposite.   

While every park had a slightly different relationship with its surrounding 

communities, around Zempoala the residents had a working relationship and received 

many benefits from the park.  In some instances, park officials used coercion to 

encourage complementary activities.  For example, in May of 1937 the head of the Office 

of Parks and Reserves, J. Manuel Corona, received complaints from some park visitors 

                                                 
98 Miguel P. Dehesa to Eduardo Madero, October 4, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157 and Eduardo 
Madero Mendoza to Forest Delegate in Morelos and Guerrero, October 15, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, 
legajo 1/157. 
99 Julio Riquelme Inda, “La exposición canina,” Protección a la Naturaleza 3 no. 7 (March 1938), 3- 5,  
and “Ecos de la exposición de felinos” and “Exposición de gatos en la Museo de Flora y Fauna” Protección 
a la Naturaleza 3 no. 8 (April 1939), 11-14.  
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that the woods were filled with fallen branches and needed to be cleaned.  While the 

forestry department lacked a budget for the removal of the debris, communities such as 

Huitzilac used the wood for their own domestic needs.  Corona requested the forestry 

delegation to remind the Huitzilac residents that until they cleared out the fallen wood in 

the park, no permit for extraction of additional and more profitable wood would be 

granted to them.100  In a sense, the villagers became free laborers “cleaning” the park for 

city visitors that did not wish to see a forest full of fallen branches, despite the 

naturalness of this phenomenon.  While the villagers did get to keep the gathered wood, 

its collection was held as a ransom for access to other activities, ones that they had 

engaged in freely before the government took control of the forests.   

Foresters as a whole, including Quevedo, supported the usefulness of cutting trees 

or extracting products from the forests.  While they sought to leave forests intact, and 

limit use, they also embraced the value of products that could be harvested in what they 

referred to as rational exploitation.101 In fact, the usefulness of forest goods became an 

important rationale for the Forestry Department’s existence, although foresters more 

emphatically promoted larger ideals such as climatic equilibrium and erosion controls.  

Foresters leaned towards preservation, particularly with Quevedo, and these scientists 

constantly promoted elitist interpretations of who deserved usage rights.  They envisioned 

a reverse size scale; the larger the user the less the damage.  Quevedo, among others, 

believed that the use of forests by a few larger industries should be advocated over 
                                                 
100 J. Manuel Corona to Delegate of this Department in Cuernavaca, May 17, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, 
legajo 1/157. 
101 This policy of rational exploitation had principles in common with Pinchot’s philosophy of the “greatest 
good.” See Pinchot, Breaking New Ground and Paul Hirt, Conspiracy of Optimism: Management of the 
National Forests since World War II, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996). 
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multiple small scale users because the larger industry would have a stake in protecting 

their future capital. He believed larger industries were more likely to be rational and 

scientific in orientation, in contrast to the traditional and presumably backward customs 

practiced by thousands of forest residing campesinos. Regulating one industrial entity 

over thousands of peasants also appeared easier to control and keep track of.  Yet, this 

interpretation was not universal because some foresters recognized that many of the 

existing forests had been in communal hands since Spanish rule, which was precisely 

why their forests still existed.102  Rational exploitation, then, was set against the inferior 

immoderate exploitation in the views of the scientific practitioners.  Officials’ views 

placed faith in science and modernist methodology in contrast to customary practices.  

Enforcing and administering this philosophy involved techniques such as federal 

regulations, extraction permits, controlled techniques, and careful vigilance.  Only 

through rational measures, foresters believed, could nature and residents in parks be 

tamed.  

Scientific foresters of this era were also products of their own revolutionary 

experience.  As critical as they were of peasant practices, they likewise sought to limit the 

large scale logging enterprises associated with foreign ownership.  The hard fought 

lessons of the revolution shaped even the most liberal scientists to be wary of foreign 

capitalists because of the resentment they triggered in fellow citizens.   Government 

officials believed that federally governed public land subject to a meticulous set of 
                                                 
102 In his proposals to the President to reform Article 27 of the Constitution, Quevedo argues that those 
communities who have had a history of communal forests guard and respect them with moderate operations 
while those who have received forests of good quality in ejidos but lack tradition and attachment exploit 
with un-braked frenzy. Miguel Ángel de Quevedo to President Lázaro Cárdenas, February 8, 1937, AGN: 
LCR 309, exp. 404.1/8535. 
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regulations and policies proved the most useful safeguard against such exploitation.  Such 

regulations consistently harkened to the experience and knowledge of trained forest 

technicians to write studies or confirm the applicability of logging restrictions.  In fact, 

the Forestry Law of 1926 explicitly aimed to foster a cadre of skilled technicians to 

oversee such actions, along with conservation, restoration, propagation and use of 

forestry resources.103  At the heart of this system that crept in to dominate federal forestry 

policy remained scientific knowledge.  

 Rational, modern and scientific knowledge derived from a cosmopolitan 

understanding of forest ecology sought to edge out customary systems and skills based on 

generations of forest use and practical experience in sustaining forest and peasant 

livelihoods.  This forestry also aimed to displace the one-sided foreign extraction and 

mistreatment that visibly altered the environment during the nineteenth century, just as 

the revolution aimed to invert the antidemocratic political regime.  Trained under the 

modernizing and scientific Porfirian program, engineers such as Quevedo also responded 

to the social reforms of the revolution that shaped their scientific and social goals.  While 

this scientifically-based agenda felt the influences of worldwide forestry initiatives, the 

practitioners of Mexican forest policy were largely products of their experience in both 

the Porfirian and revolutionary epochs.   

 

Growing Knowledge: Tree Nurseries and Cultivating Citizens 

                                                 
103 Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, Dirección Forestal y de Caza y Pesca. Ley forestal y su 
reglamento. (Mexico City: Talleres Gráficos de la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, 1930), 6. 
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 Foresters saw that engaging in the production of new trees and new citizens 

provided the best way to reach their social goals.  Officials planned for systematic 

reforestation by creating a nationwide tree nursery system within the autonomous 

Forestry Department.  Known as stations of forest repopulation by the scientists, they 

were popularly known as viveros, or nurseries.104  After a failed attempt to import 

saplings from France and California, Quevedo founded the first national tree nursery in 

Coyoacán in southern Mexico City between 1907 and 1913 on a portion of his family 

property.  He called it simply Viveros.  In Forestry Department plans, this nursery served 

as a national focal point for tree, sapling, and seedling distribution to nurseries across the 

nation.  Even though the students of the national forestry school had voted to declare the 

ahuehuete the official national tree, most reforestations planted foreign species that 

engineers believed provided more rapid growth and greater success.105  They provided 

seedlings for reforestation at low or no cost.  In addition to woodland species such as pine 

and oyamel (a type of native fir), seedlings included ornamental and fruit trees along with 

Australian species of eucalyptus and casuarina seen as particularly useful for their rapid 

growth in reforestation projects. The planners further called for the creation of nurseries 

in municipalities, schools, and ejidos.106  For the country to be reforested, trees had to be 

available, but in addition to its practical application, this process of nursery development 

reflected the centralization processes undertaken by the Cárdenas government.  By 

                                                 
104 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, "Informe sobre parques nacionales y reservas forestales en el Valle de 
México." México Forestal XI, no. 1 (1933): 1-6. 
105 “El Ahuehuete o Sabino: El Arbol Nacional." México Forestal 1, no. 9, 10 (1923): 1-4.  
106 "Resoluciones aprobada por la Convención del Partido Nacional Revolucionario celebrada en Querétaro, 
en relación con la riqueza forestal del Territorio, dentro del Plan Sexenal 1934-40." Boletín del 
Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca 1, no. 1 (1935): 30-32. 
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increasing the administration of natural resources by the federal government, Cárdenas 

contributed to the same structural system long recognized in the areas of labor, peasant, 

and public workers in party politics.  It is not surprising then that efforts to create more 

federal land and administer the public domain focused on linking far flung nurseries to 

central administrative centers, much like Cardenista political structures. 

Figure 6: Viveros of Coyoácan, 1925. Monograma 
de CIE, Viveros de Coyoácan, 1925, Fototeca Nacional 112333. 
 
 
 Foresters focused diligently on the quantity of trees that they were providing for 

reforestation.  Boasting in 1937, after only a few years of work that in the month from 

mid-February to mid-March over 150,000 trees had been provided to interested citizens 

by the Forestry Department, forest officials claimed that they raised the public awareness 

of the importance of reforestation.  By this month-long campaign for reforestation, the 

department successfully installed two national level nurseries (Viveros and Nativitas) in 

the capital along with thirty-eight regional nurseries.  For the project of reforesting the 

Valley of Mexico, they established thirteen nurseries in the area with over a million 

saplings.  In the rest of the country, 709 school nurseries also existed managed in 

cooperation with the Secretary of Public Education (Secretaría de Educación Pública).  
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The final count of trees for repopulation stood at 4,720,032 seedlings and 1,212,900 

kilograms of seeds.107 

 Figure 7: Female students planting trees to 
reforest Lomas de Becerra, D.F. November 1937. “El bimestre de reforestation,” 5.  
 
 

National nurseries were certainly the most ubiquitous, but private citizens also 

propagated them on their own property.  The incentives of private nurseries appealed 

particularly to hacienda owners who were threatened with losing their property to 

agrarian reform unless they used their lands in productive ways.  For example, Julia 

Piñedo de Rojas owned the hacienda La Encarnación, that formed part of the protected 

zone declared within the Valley of Mexico.  The hacienda’s inclusion in this protected 

zone placed it within a logging ban that effectively prevented Piñedo de Rojas from 

exploiting any of the forest resources on her property.  Instead, she was encouraged to 

create a nursery and provide trees for propagation for the government and for 

surrounding properties.  She established this nursery, agreed to provide the wages for two 

laborers to work the area, and remitted twenty-five percent of the plants to the Forestry 

Department.  The nursery’s production covered more than 2,000 hectares of which 300 

were ceded by the property owner to the department.  In exchange, her property remained 
                                                 
107 “El bimestre de reforestation” Protección a la Naturaleza II:3 (November 1937), 3-5. 
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untouchable and she was allowed to sell the produce of the rest of the nursery.  With this 

precarious relationship, the widow retained the security of her property and the allegiance 

of the federal entity.108  

 The Forestry Society and the Forestry Department made obvious and repeated 

connections between growing trees and cultivating citizens.   Besides providing saplings 

for ejidos, foresters designed the national nursery system to support cultural diffusion 

through their increasingly sophisticated government structure.   Children and campesinos 

were interchangeable symbols of this diffusion and a constant revolutionary analogy of 

what was employed to justify the importance of both.  This expressed the infantilization 

of campesinos by the foresters and even a link of innocence between the two groups.  

Quevedo took the analogy between gardens and kindergarten, or jardin de niños, literally.  

He advocated structuring city parks in a manner consistent with preschools, complete 

with supervision and boundaries.109  An El Nacional newspaper article on the Six-Year 

Plan’s enactment in Guanajuato boasted a photo of a “mass of campesino 

revolutionaries” gathering to welcome the Presidential secretary to town where he was 

“sowing the seeds of Revolution.”110  While the government policies metaphorically 

sowed the seeds within citizens, foresters literally sowed the seeds and saplings of a 
                                                 
108 Julia Pinedo de Rojas to Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, December 14, 1935, AGN: SARH 1433, legajo 
21/1962, tomo 1 and Julia Pinedo de Rojas to DFCP, February 7, 1936, AGN: SARH 1433, legajo 21/1962, 
tomo 1, and Miguel Ángel de Quevedo to Gabino Vásquez, June 1, 1937, AGN: SARH 1433, legajo 
21/1962.  By 1942 the ejido Villa Nicolas Romero also supported the nursery, donating 10 hectares of their 
ejidal land because they believed that the nursery increased the water available for irrigation making their 
lands more productive. Francisco Vásquez to Fernando Romero Quintana, February 7, 1942, AGN: SARH 
1433, legajo 21/1962.  These waters were important as well for the construction of a dam called Presa 
Guadalupe built by the Secretary of Public Works on the Rio de Monte Alto. 
109 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, Espacios libres y reserves forestales de las ciudades: su adaptación a 
jardines, parques, y lugares de juego: Aplicación a la Ciudad de Mexico, (México: Gomar y Busson, 
1911). 
110 “El Plan Sexenal en Guanajuato se realicé de manera integral,” El Nacional November 26, 1937.   
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prosperous future by growing forests.  Quevedo had long believed that children and trees 

could be grown in tandem.  When the federal government reached out to the periphery, 

they left the seeds to be cultivated by the masses, just as literally distributing saplings 

from centralized nurseries fostered standardization and centralization, of both nature and 

its human components. Through nursery programs the federal government sought to grow 

a new citizenry.   

 

Spreading Knowledge: Schools, Camps, and Festivals  

Education as Social Change 

 Revolutionaries promoted education as a major tenet of social reform.  The 

Secretary of Public Education took charge of reforming society by providing education 

on many levels.  A national art campaign placed instructive murals in multiple public 

buildings.  Rural schools were built in tandem with ejidos.  Textbooks were re-written, 

new teachers trained, and curriculum redesigned.111  In addition to all of these labors and 

more, the Secretary of Public Education engaged in four major campaigns designed to 

shape the habits of the non-primary school public: a literacy campaign, an anti-alcohol 

campaign, a hygiene campaign, and a tree campaign.  The literacy campaign called on 

every literate person to teach two illiterate people how to read.  The anti-alcohol 

campaign was designed to discourage drinking among the working classes.   The hygiene 

campaign sought to make healthy citizens by teaching appropriate sanitary techniques.  

                                                 
111 Vaughan, Cultural Politics and Revolution and Palacios, La pluma y el arado. 
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Finally, the tree campaign sought to establish and foster appreciation for the benefits 

brought by planting, conserving, and caring for trees.   

The Secretary of Public Education’s tree campaign in Mexico City preceded the 

creation of the Forestry Department, but its goals coincided closely.112  This multifaceted 

program had practical and ideological components.  The primary goal of tree promotion 

involved the distribution of trees and the secondary goal sought to demonstrate proper 

behavior.   In conjunction with the Ministry of Agriculture, the Secretary of Public 

Education allocated about 20,000 trees a year to schools in the Federal District (which 

amounted to about fifty trees per entity). The campaign involved dispensing seedlings 

and saplings gathered from nurseries in Coyoacán, Xochimilco, and Desierto de los 

Leones.  The transport of the trees from the nurseries took advantage of the children as 

laborers, but strictly prohibited fragile students in kindergarten, first, or second grade 

from delivering the trees.  The campaign included circulars distributed to ejidatarios 

(recipients of land reform), campesinos, and rural people instructing them how properly 

to plant trees, including in what depth of soil and with what amount of water.  The 

planting guidelines intended to make the schools and communities look uniform by 

regulating layout, size, and distribution.  For example, the guidelines required acacias and 

pines to be planted along streets or in parks eight meters apart, while eucalyptus trees 

were to be situated closer to buildings.  The campaign directors mandated locating the 

trees first on or near school grounds, then at a municipal building or public offices. The 

                                                 
112 For the details about the tree campaign in this section, see "Informe del departamento de enseñanza 
primaria y normal, correspondiente al mes de febrero de 1929." Boletín de la Secretaria de Educación 
Pública VIII, no. 2 (1929), 61-71. 
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embellishment and health benefits provided by the trees were meant for the community, 

but such location requirements sought to link the trees to the government as the provider.  

Despite the mandates, community structure and tree growth did not conform to the 

homogeneity commanded by the central government because of local resistance and 

ecosystem diversity. 

Ideologically, trees were also associated with the behavior and compliance of new 

citizens. Equating children with trees, the educational curriculum went as far as to 

suggest that classes should be held outside in the open air because many children were 

desperately malnourished, and they needed the benefits of “pure air and sun” just like 

their arboreal brethren.113 Each tree contained a tin certificate (cedula de hojalata) 

attached to the trunk which identified its number and species along with who was in 

charge of caring for it.  In this manner, the certain individuals and the public in general 

were linked with the conservation of the trees.  Both the tree and the citizen were tagged 

and identified for investigative purposes and this system also allowed the government to 

keep track of the behavior and condition of both nature and society.  Furthermore, as part 

of the tree campaign, teachers were encouraged to take advantage of this crusade to teach 

their pupils about love for the tree and beneficial habits of patience and perseverance 

learned by caring for the tree.  Any harm or damage inflicted on the trees was to be 

immediately reported to the police.  

                                                 
113 Gonzalo Vázquez Vela, Memoria de la Secretaria de Educación Publica Septiembre de 1938 a Agosto 
de 1939 Presentada al H. Congreso de la unión por el Secretario del ramo Lic. Gonzalo Vázquez Vela, 
SEP: Boletín, 1939. Tomo II, p. 159. 



 79

Aside from punishment for deviation, educators gave rewards for perfection. A 

contest judged the trees from the campaign on a range of aspects including, symmetry, 

height, health, and other features determined by a forestry expert.  Three monetary prizes 

were given for the best tree, along with a 200 volume compilation of arboriculture 

literature and a trophy. This contest, in giving prizes for “tree champions,” sought to 

manipulate the behavior of the populace through incentives encouraging participation and 

rewarded participants who aligned their thinking with the national policies.  It also 

regulated the normalcy or shape of trees to meet the desires of national policy makers.  A 

tree and its shaper were celebrated as makers of revolutionary promise because such 

celebration had the potential to create a particular type of nature and inspired others to 

strive for such uniformity. 

The Secretary of Public Education distributed a magazine to primary schools with 

material related to tree planting, called The Planter (El Sembrador). The ministry’s tree 

campaign further asked for the formation of Pro-Tree Committees in communities to 

coordinate the dissemination of the trees and the planting schedules.  This structure 

mirrored the practical manner the revolutionary government officials used to nationalize 

control of important social programs (education in this case) but at the same time allowed 

and encouraged local participation through committees.  In a similar fashion, the Forestry 

Department aimed to regularize forest use at the community level by introducing 

producer’s cooperatives.  Quevedo oversaw the establishment of more than 300 

cooperatives hoping they would provide a means to regulate community level logging.  

Cooperatives, like tree planting campaigns, presented a dilemma in that they sought to 
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both regulate and empower campesinos.  The cooperatives served as points of individual 

enrichment for local politicians and incomplete and even unwanted intrusions by the 

federal government into local resource management decisions.114  

Education employees and federal planners knew that they were dealing with a 

primarily agricultural and rural population. These elite, educated, city people were 

completely certain that they knew the appropriate techniques for the most rational, 

productive, and judicial exploitation of the natural resources.  While these official 

techniques did not emanate from a singular source, the compendium of ideas configured 

superiority, in their minds at least.  Rather than rely on generations of experience by rural 

people, the federal planners took upon the educational goal of setting up guidelines, 

expectations, and workshops for the diffusion of what they believed were the appropriate 

ways of exploiting nature. They justified this stance by lamenting the low productivity on 

campesino land and the rudimentary methods of production. One way this educational 

structure differed from changes in other countries was that educators were careful not to 

suggest that campesinos should be removed from their unproductive land and practices.  

Embracing a national identity of mestizaje meant that instead of exclusion, educators 

sought to shift peasant production towards a commercial scale and more mechanized, 

industrial manner.  With forest production, educational policies emphasized lumber and 

railroad ties as important and practical industries preferable to wasteful firewood and 

                                                 
114 For a discussion of Quevedo and forest cooperatives in Michoacán see Boyer, “Contested Terrain: 
Forestry Regimes and Community Responses in Northeastern Michoacán, 1940-2000” p. 27-48 in David 
Barton Bray, Leticia Merino-Pérez, and Deborah Barry, The Community Forests of Mexico: Managing for 
Sustainable Landscapes (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005), 31-33.  



 81

charcoal production.115 In this sense, educators remained aligned with the goals and 

programs of the Forestry Department. 

 The Forestry Department influenced rural schools mainly through the distribution 

of pamphlets, magazines, instructional cards, and other publications.  Such educational 

material was not uncommon for various departments under the Cárdenas administration.  

Each department reported regularly to the President with the activities they promoted that 

enhanced life for the everyday person.116  While the Forestry Department was not far 

from the norm of other departments, the ideas diffused through their literature give 

insight into the kind of information—and moral fortitude—they wished to foster.   These 

ideas included respect, protection, and sympathy for the role of nature in improving the 

lives of humans.  Stewardship, through active reforestation and appropriate conservation 

measures, would ensure long term use of forest products and improvements in public 

hygiene.  According to the Forestry Department, conserving forests equated to 

conserving and improving the lives of citizens because a revolutionary citizen was only 

as healthy as his or her surrounding environment.   

  

Camping for Their Country  

In addition to school campaigns, national festivals, and museum displays, the 

federal government fostered private clubs that developed programs promoting youth 

involvement in nature conservation.  By 1939, there were nearly 12,000 boys enrolled in 

                                                 
115 Programa de Educación Pública del C. Presidente de la República General de Division Lázaro Cárdenas, 
1934, AGN: LCR 683, exp. 533.3/20. 
116 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo to Lázaro Cárdenas, April 20, 1936, AGN: LCR 574, exp. 506.11/9. 
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the Boy Scouts and students nationwide celebrated Arbor Day.  The Secretary of Public 

Education directly and emphatically supported the actions of the Boy Scouts (Tribus de 

exploradores) and their activities.  From the first decade of the twentieth century, Mexico 

had boasted a group of explorers, modeled after the Boy Scouts of Great Britain and the 

United States.  The explorers were groups of young males, guided by older male leaders, 

who aspired to learn about nature, science, and discipline through a series of nature 

excursions and didactic training exercises.  The explorers reappeared as the violence of 

the revolution declined with support from the Secretary of Public Education who valued 

the merging of nature experience and character development.   

The Scout troops planned excursions to several national parks.  They camped out 

in the convent in Tepozteco National Park using the shelter as a site for instruction before 

venturing out into the woods.  These boys also visited the truncated corridor of parks 

outside of Mexico City, escaping their daily routine for weekend adventures.  While the 

numbers of participants in each troop remain elusive, the capital city had at least four 

active troops known as the Tequihua, Tomochic, Tlacopam, and Texcucana.  They had 

troop flags and offered merit badges for mastering Scout skills successfully.  During 

spring vacation, the boys converged on Tepozteco for a weeklong camp that included 

instruction in moral, intellectual, and physical education as well as personal reflection.117  

The Scouts taught city youth many of the skills associated with country people.  For 

example, the cooking of dinner over a campfire was a survival skill, one well known by 

rural residents in and near the future national parks, but one less known to city dwellers.  

                                                 
117 Actividades de las tribus de exploradores Mexicanos, May 1928, SEP: Boletín  de la Secretaria de 
Educación Pública, Tomo VII, Num. 5, pp. 48.  
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Rather than a daily necessity, constructing a fire was a skill to be employed as a 

demonstration of technical knowledge.  Youth groups also aimed to inculcate the young 

men with an awareness of global culture alongside national pride. A campfire was 

morally enhancing when coupled with reading Edgar Allen Poe and Aztec mythology.  

The configuration of activities, not merely the singular skills, formed the nexus of control 

used to shape these young men.   

 Figure 8: Boy Scouts and troop leaders preparing a campfire. SEP 
Boletín, 1928.  

 
 

 Figure 9: Reading hour at Tepoztlán summer Boy Scout camp. SEP 
Boletín, 1928. 

 
 
In their newsletter, named “The Summit,” (La Cima) older Boy Scouts from the 

Tequihuas group wrote about the importance of youth in the historical moment in which 

their nation found itself.  Amidst translations of Greek poetry and inspirational quotes 

from Hegel and Socrates, the newsletter espoused political views about nature, youth, and 

society.  Rather than sit idly by, these men saw youth as a moral requisite that demanded 

they intervene directly and forcefully in national life, infusing it with arts, natural and 
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social sciences, and technical philosophy.  They also published an article about the 

discovery of a lost Teocali, or a pre-Columbian site of worship, in an area of the southern 

Valley of Mexico included in a national park.  The article highlighted the importance of 

statues of idols found in the natural area, and the desires of the young excursionists to 

assist in the development of archeological science in their country.  A small commentary 

critiqued the shortcomings of the anti-alcohol campaigns undertaken by the government, 

explaining that every street has a cantina, and only when these were replaced with 

libraries would the need for propaganda to discourage alcohol consumption end.  

Furthermore, the lead article recognized the labors of the Forestry Department.  The 

Tequihuas congratulated Quevedo and his team of specialized engineers for their work 

filling one of the great necessities of the country and developing constructive, healthful, 

loyal and beneficent policies for the national interests.118  This newsletter applauded the 

federal efforts to control resources and emphasized the importance of youth in the growth 

of a healthy nation.  Healthy youth, in turn, were formed by their activities within the 

forests.   

The Scout troop Tequihuas applied to the Forestry Department for permission to 

construct a cabin within Cumbres de Ajusco National Park to use as a site of practical 

investigations and for their weekly meetings.  The cabin was to be constructed of wood, 

mostly from already fallen and dead trees but also from a few they would need to chop 

down.  The scouts argued that cutting a few trees provided a better alternative than using 

                                                 
118Observador, “Editorial: Actuación de la juventud,” “Un Teocali perdido en la cumbre de una montaña,” 
and “Labor del Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca,” Cumbre: Organo del “Grupo Viejos 
Tequihuas” n.d., AGN: SARH 1430, legajo 21/1872, tomo 2.  
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concrete which would disrupt the beauty and intensions of the national park’s completely 

natural state.  The scouts would care for the cabin, spending a night there at least every 

eight days, but they would exclude others from its use.  The proposal extended the use of 

the cabin, out of a moral duty, to fellow outdoorsmen.   Members further expressed their 

desire to support, not challenge, the conservation works of the Forestry Department and 

their hopes to collaborate with the department, especially with extinguishing forest fires.  

Having the cabin would help the troop to reside, “in the heart of the national park, 

attentive and ready to extinguish any unconscionable individual’s criminal act of fire-

setting.”  These young men promised to risk their lives to protect the national patrimony 

of forests. 

After first denying the solicitation because of the prohibition on closed structures 

in national parks, in September of 1938, forestry engineer Salvador Guerrero approved 

the proposal with the rationale that the diffusion of knowledge and time spent in nature 

matched up perfectly with the objectives of the Forestry Department by providing shelter 

for tourists and serving as a site of scientific investigation. Guerrero, who accepted the 

proposal, stated that all similar proposals in the future would be looked upon favorably. 

He also noted that the cabin’s design had to be modified and not enclosed on all four 

sides.119 The flexibility of regulations in the parks demonstrates the willingness of 

officials to concede exceptions to their constituents and, in some cases, place broader 

objectives above technical rules. While closed structures were known to cause problems 

with vigilance, the cabin’s role in developing youthful interest and appreciation for 

                                                 
119 Grupo Viejos Tequihuas Revolucionarios to Salvador Guerrero, March 25, 1938, AGN: SARH 1430, 
legajo 21/1872, tomo 2. 
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forests outweighed the prior regulation.  Officials willingly bent the rules and made an 

exception for what they saw as the greater good.    

 The Boy Scouts were not the only campers in national parks.  Lagunas de 

Zempoala hosted several varieties of camps, from rural agricultural school camps to 

weekend getaways by members of the Treasury Department because the park had the 

attractions and amenities to bring in diverse citizens.  Why was there an interest in 

summer camps or in camping at all?  Just as the Boy Scouts sought to mold moral, 

disciplined young men, other professionals saw the enhancement of the future for 

children by giving them close, structured, and clean contact with nature. Professor 

Alfredo Basurto conducted the first Community Camping School (Primera Colonia 

Escolar Campestre) in Zempoala during May of 1938.  Importantly, unlike the Boy 

Scouts, this coed camp included boys and girls of various ages.   Basurto developed this 

idea of a summer camp for popular education from suggestions made by the Special 

Delegation for Popular Education in Querétaro.  He began working through various 

federal departments and acquiring the necessary tents, chairs, and funds for the camp.  He 

established a directive staff which included himself as director, a doctor and a nurse, a 

professor of physical education, two music and choir teachers, an agronomist, two forest 

guards, and a carpenter.  Furthermore, three military instructors and various vocational 

students assisted.120  Regional campesino schools in El Mexe, Hidalgo, Tenería, Mexico 

State, Campusco, Puebla, and Oaxtepec, Morelos, and Ayotzinapa, Guerrero were invited 

                                                 
120 Alfredo G. Basurto to Jefe del Departamento de Enseñanza Agrícola y Normal Rural, General Report on 
the First Community Camping School, May 18, 1938, AGN: SARH, 1384, legajo 1/157. 
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to send delegations of twenty-two students to make up a total group of 110 boys and 

girls.   

Planning a camp and then actually getting one to function created dual challenges 

for Basurto.  The beginning date was fixed for Friday May 13 but because of logistical 

problems, the camp did not start until May 18.  The opening ceremony was held on the 

principal patio of the Secretary of Public Education’s main building.  It began with the 

raising of the national flag and presentation of the respective flags of the regional 

campesino representatives, merging regional identity into national.  Then the students 

boarded four large trucks and left the capital for Zempoala to begin the camp.  

Importantly, the regional students had to come into the capital and unite first, before they 

ventured together out into nature. 

Basurto’s report captures the energy and enthusiasm, but also the chaos, of the 

camp.  The trip out of the capital took four hours due to various stops to pick up 

equipment, get gasoline, and make several purchases, and another two hours passed 

unloading the vehicles.  Upon arrival, young campers with scarcely sufficient clothing 

became cold and hungry.  Some children ate their beans and bread voraciously on the 

already established Forestry Department picnic tables while others sat at the base of the 

mountains.  After the stark cold (about two degrees centigrade) of morning, the boys and 

girls ate their breakfast and were quickly led in marches, exercises, and gymnastic games 

by the physical education teacher.  When these exercises ended, the children were 

allowed to explore the lakes; some swam and others walked the around the outer edges.   

In the next activity, the nurse and doctor took body measurements of the children before 
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sending them out on an exploratory hike led by the forest guard accompanied with 

instructions on the art of camping.  The campers then moved their camp up to the fourth 

lake to test their discipline. That evening the camp held its first fireside lesson (tertulia de 

fogata) which included music, theater, and jokes followed by a lesson in Aztec 

mythology.   

 Camp overseers saw their work in concordance with the revolutionary 

government by harnessing the role of youth in the development of the revolutionary 

goals.  In the heat of the campfire, the children were asked to discuss questions that faced 

their generation.  The overlap between the campfire and the youthful promise 

demonstrated the convergence between revolutionary works for the future matched with 

natural resources.  Basurto maintained that the storms and the squalls that came through 

the mountains were obstacles the campers faced, just as illiteracy and organization 

challenged revolutionary living.   The camp continued to move up into the mountains 

visiting the various lakes, and the campers could gaze down below at the tourists and 

visitors in the places they had been before.  Campers affixed a flag eight meters high on 

the trunk of a tree near at the entrance to the camp where the national insignia could be 

seen at a great distance in all directions. 

 Campers practiced technical skills that held particular application to the new area 

of tourism and park recreation.  The camp carpenter constructed two latrines and 

commissioned several boys to learn his construction techniques.  The Forestry 

Department also provided four laborers to help with the orders of the carpenter.  After a 

week of camping, half of the campers visited the community of Huitzilac for a basketball 
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tournament and the other half served as guides for visitors in the park giving explanations 

about the camp’s objectives.  Forestry Department officials Daniel Galicia and Quevedo, 

among others came to the park on May 30 and invited campers to view the forestry 

cooperative in Huitzilac.  Using the camp as another form of propaganda, the foresters 

claimed the cooperative had afforded the community skills and money to refurbish the 

municipal building and to add a public clock tower.  The campers also received 

instruction on the creation of orchards and reforestation projects around the country.   

 Concluding the camp, Basurto reported that no sicknesses and  no accidents had 

occurred in the park.  All of the nighttime guards complied with their duties and no 

student or teacher had firearms because the security in the park was absolute.  This 

confirmation solidified Basurto’s belief that parks were peaceful oases in a country still 

grasping for stability.  The physical measurements of the young people were taken again 

at the end of the trip, and thirty three gained weight, twenty six stayed the same, and 

twenty four lost weight.  These led the directors to believe that the camp was a healthy 

exercise in general and a successful shaper of revolutionary bodies.  They also noted 

superior behavior, enthusiasm, and camaraderie.  In Basurto’s mind, the camp proved that 

young men and women could live and be educated in a tranquil and natural environment.  

He determined that the national park provided a healthy place to camp in spring, it proved 

a beautiful site near springs and running water, the surroundings afforded magnificent 

excursions, and it was safe from assaults and robberies.  Drawbacks of the park, in his 

judgment, included the proximity of tourists to the camps which interfered with campers’ 
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activities.  Overall, Basurto recommended the camp take place annually and with broad 

based government support because of its significant benefits.     

 

Festivals for Forestry 

In addition to Boy Scout and summer camps, the Forestry Department and, less 

directly the Secretary of Public Education, assisted with the promotion of activities 

associated with Arbor Day and the Fiestas del Bosque.  Fiestas, or celebrations were 

common throughout the country and the government often tried to create national 

holidays to replace religious festivals for town saints or local miracles.121  President 

Abelardo Rodríguez, for example, declared national Campesino Day, Charro (cowboy) 

Day, the Day of National Reconciliation, and many more.  Most of these holidays 

highlighted the federal government’s recognition of specific constituencies, but some 

festival days, such as Arbor Day, involved more permanent symbolism.  Federal 

administrators did not hesitate to enhance the festivals it chose to promote with popular 

activities such as live music and dancing.  For example, an accordion player and a 

folkloric dance performance enlivened the forestry celebration in Ixtapalapa.     

Figure 10: Arbor Day in Ixtapalapa, DF November 1937. “El bimestre 
de reforestación.” 

                                                 
121 William H. Beezley, Cheryl English Martin and William E. French, Rituals of Rule, Rituals of 
Resistance: Public Celebrations and Popular Culture in Mexico (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, 
1994), xvii-xviii.  
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Arbor Day had been celebrated sporadically since the inaugural festival in 1912 at 

the cemetery La Piedad, but beginning in 1925, the Forestry Society sponsored annual 

Arbor Day celebrations in various locations throughout the country during the months of 

February and March.122  By 1935, with the creation of the Forestry Department, the main 

force behind the celebration transferred from the private society to the federal 

department. Society publications reported these events replete with pictures of children 

planting trees and enjoying festive dances, speeches, and music all in honor of trees.  

 
Figure 11: Arbor Day in Ixtepec, Oaxaca March 13, 1937. Quevedo, Las fiestas del arbol.  Signs say “The 
Tree is Life, Love It!” and “Protect the Tree, It Is Our Cultivation.” 

 

Since schools provided appropriate places to raise healthy citizens, they also 

became important places for fostering a love and respect for trees as mediators of climate, 

bringers of wealth, and guarantors for the future of the nation.   The significance of the 

celebration meant a great deal to Quevedo who believed Arbor Day celebrations were a 

call to all citizens to comply with their duty of forest conservation.  If all citizens 

                                                 
122 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, “Las fiestas del árbol: Su significación y finalidad en México,” Protección a 
la Naturaleza II:2 (Oct 1937). 
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participated, that in turn would assure the perpetual wellbeing and richness of their 

patrimony.  For Quevedo, the celebration symbolized the hope of comfort for the present 

and future of the people but at the same time the festivities sounded an alarm about the 

degradation of forests.123  By 1937, the Forestry Department claimed so much support for 

the festival; they no longer called it Arbor Day but instead Arbor Week.124  While it is 

impossible to accurately know how many people participated in the festivities, pictures 

and articles from the time attest to regional celebrations in states as diverse as Oaxaca, 

Hidalgo, and Chihuahua.  Schools successfully mobilized hundreds of children and the 

Forestry Department provided trees thanks to the nursery campaign.  The Forestry 

Department also sponsored the Bimester of Reforestation (Bimestre de reforestación), 

later referred to as the Forest Festivals (Fiestas del bosque), in June and July.  This event 

encouraged tree planting during the most appropriate time of year for seedlings to be 

planted.125  Arbor Day and the tree festivals involved symbolically planting trees and 

disseminating ideas about reforestation.  

                                                 
123 Ibid, 19-22. 
124 Ibid, 6. 
125 Gilberto Serrato, "Algunos antecedentes acerca de la campaña de Protección forestal en México y breve 
relato de las actividades desarrolladas por la Sociedad Forestal México, C.L." México Forestal 17, no. 7-12 
(1939): 62-66. 
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Figure 12: Arbor Day in 
Pachuca, Hidalgo March 15, 1937. Quevedo, “Las fiestas del árbol.” 

 
In addition to formal national holidays to celebrate trees, the planting of specific 

trees to mark certain occasions occurred frequently during the Cárdenas era.  Cárdenas 

moved the presidential residence out of the Chapultepec castle and into a smaller, 

humbler ranch christened Los Pinos (the pines).  Both residences resided within the 

oldest park in the city, Chapultepec, and this park also hosted symbolic tree planting.126  

In 1938, the Forestry Society planted a tree in Chapultepec, near the national Museum of 

Flora and Fauna, in recognition of the work undertaken by Quevedo.  The tree, an 

ahuehuete, was planted with soil sent from all the states to symbolize national gratitude 

for the work Quevedo had undertaken in behalf of the forests.  Four kilos of soil were 

sent in from Cárdenas’ home town of Jiquilpan, Michoacán to complete the ceremony.  

The tree was named “The Apostle” to honor Quevedo’s legacy for posterity.127  The 

national tree marked Quevedo’s service to the nation and the promise of longevity.  The 

location of the tree ensured its viewing by thousands of visitors.  This demonstrated how 

                                                 
126 Andrea Moerer, “Space and Commemorative Practice in el Bosque de Chapultepec” Paper presented at 
the annual meeting of the American Historical Association Conference, Atlanta, January 6, 2007.  
127 Ignacio Ruiz Martínez, to Lázaro Cárdenas, December 7, 1938, AGN: LCR 554, exp. 501.1/1. 
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Forestry Department officials seriously considered the effects of tourists on the spaces 

they shaped and used that forum as another means of fostering a particular type of citizen.   

 

Park Tourism: Creating Constituents of National Nature 

 Forestry officials promoted tourism as a main justification for creating Zempoala, 

and the other national parks.  Tourism, in their eyes, would not only stimulate the 

national economy by encouraging travel, but it also would heighten the experience of 

individuals, making them better citizens.  They expected both national and international 

visitors to the parks, and hoped that not only would individuals experience the natural 

site, but also that they would learn from each other.128  They developed numerous plans 

of action to foster tourism, and given the limited budget, most of these called for 

coordination and cooperation with other departments, clubs, and interests to promote the 

parks.  For the Forestry Department officials, the existence and maintenance of the 

recreational locations justified their appeals to tourism and, although they recognized the 

benefits of education, their main interest was to manage areas conducive to healthy and 

happy retreats where visitors returned repeatedly.129  While appeals were directed at a 

variety of citizens, middle and upper class urban families received the most attention as 

they had the means, the time, and the growing interest in nature activities.  Foresters also 

held aspirations for lower-class citizens to use the parks in the future, if they were not yet 

                                                 
128 For the development of the tourism industry in general, see Dina Berger, The Development of Mexico’s 
Tourism Industry: Pyramids by Day, Martinis by Night, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). 
129 "Existen en el pais 32 Parques Nacionales." El Universal, April 2, 1939. 
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using them.  Furthermore, appeals to young men to enjoy the vigorous experience of 

outdoor activities received more attention than other groups.   

Tourism required that forestry officials meet the needs and desires of individuals 

other than themselves.  Tourists did not hesitate to make their wishes known, either in 

visitor logs or in explicit letters to the Forestry Department or even to the President.  

Some suggestions fit well with policies underway, like the comments of foreign tourist 

Maurice Cumskeep who lamented the state of forests around the capital city and 

encouraged the planting of more trees.130 Other interested parties also demanded 

increased reforestation.  The municipal president of Tangancícuaro, Michoacán near the 

national park Lago de Camécuaro, complained that the park in his neighborhood was not 

getting enough attention from the federal government despite the many tourists that 

visited.  He feared that the state of disarray of the older trees, full of flaws and fallen 

branches, as well as the empty holes dug for new saplings that were never planted, gave 

visitors the impression that the park had been neglected and it discouraged them from 

visiting the precious lake for which the national park was named.  In his opinion, even 

though the park was located on the Mexico to Guadalajara highway, passers-by had no 

reason to stop because of the unfortunate state of the park.131 Visitors and residents alike 

expressed opinions about the parks. 

 Tourism justified construction projects and programs encouraging their use.  For 

example, planners adorned the Mexico to Tijuana highway with national parks.  They 

                                                 
130 Maurice E. Cummskeep to Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, January 19, 1937, AGN: SARH 
1437, 21/2100. 
131 Pedro Pérez to Director General Forestal y de Caza, November 29, 1945, AGN: SARH 1487, legajo 
21/7461 tomo 1. 
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intended parks to encourage use of the highway and the highway also to encourage use of 

the parks.   The Pemex (Petroleos Mexicanos) travel club published brochures with trip 

routes describing excursions throughout the nation. These travel club guides were given 

to the U.S. consulates and distributed throughout the nation to encourage highway travel, 

and of course, the accompanying use of gasoline.132  Besides transportation, creating a 

park also spurred suggestions for lodging, restaurants, and shops for tourists to visit and 

spend money.  While few of these amenities were ever constructed in or near the parks, 

Forestry Department officials repeatedly suggested these types of building projects as 

ways of showing that the parks contributed to the growth of the national economy and 

that they did more than revere natural spaces.133  Smaller amenities were developed in the 

parks, mainly benches, tables, parking lots, garbage cans, grills for cooking, trails, signs, 

and lookout sites.  Such developments aimed to make visitors more comfortable while 

they enjoyed in the works of nature.134  Planners wanted to show that tourism could 

contribute to the national treasury as well as restore pride in the country.  

By taking care of the comforts of the visitors, park officials hoped to open 

visitors’ minds to healthy, reflective thoughts that would make for a clearer, more 

                                                 
132 "El Resultado de la campaña pro-turismo." El Nacional, April 23, 1939, p. 8. 
133 Park signs, parking lots, benches and picnic tables were the most common adornments in the parks 
during the 1930s, likely because the budget did not allow for more elaborate buildings, although some were 
proposed and constructed such as the Tequihua Boy Scout cabin and alpine refuges on the higher volcanoes 
were proposed.  See for example Quevedo’s approval for an alpine hut on Ajusco,  Miguel Ángel de 
Quevedo to Forest Delegate in Cuernavaca, February 3, 1938, AGN: SARH 1430, legajo 21/1872 tomo 2.  
It was not until several decades later, in the 1950s and 1960s when full scale visitor centers were designed 
and constructed.  Daniel Galicia to Delegado Administrativo, May 10, 1952, AGN: SARH 1466 legajo 
21/3779, tomo 1. 
134 While it was common for the Forestry Department to authorize the use of wood from the park for 
constructing signs to and around the park, using forest resources for unauthorized firewood was not 
condoned. Francisco Alvarado Pérez to Daniel Galicia, February 10, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 
1/157, tomo 1.  
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thoughtful constituency.  Many of the visitors mentioned the strength of life they found in 

the parks and the tranquility and peace that put them in good spirits.135  Besides healthy 

thoughts, the tranquility brought by the parks could perhaps reconcile the nation by 

reducing animosity and increasing generosity and understanding.   Parks were peaceful 

and they spread harmony; they were healthy and they spread vigor.  Touring nature could 

bring the nation together in a nourishing manner.   Tourism provided not merely an 

economic activity but a cleansing of the social soul and a rejuvenation of the national 

being.   

 Federal officials were not the only ones who wanted to take advantage of the 

possible economic benefits tourists brought to national parks.  Local residents often set 

up restaurants, kiosks, and stands in the parks to feed the visitors.  The Forestry 

Department attempted to regulate these activities, but was not successful.  Theoretically 

these stands were not allowed in the parks, but in practice many of them functioned 

because they met the needs of the visitors, and they added income to the communities 

surrounding the parks.  More than anything park officials wanted to regulate or prohibit 

alcohol, food stands remained with little controversy.136 Some vendors gathered plants, 

and more often firewood, from the parks and park guards were concerned with the impact 

these activities had on the park’s resources. The Forestry Department forcefully objected 

                                                 
135 "Hay 30 Parques de la Nacion." El Nacional, May 16, 1938, p.8. 
136 Felipe Ramírez Ramos to Jesús J. Rulfo, July 25, 1951, AGN: SARH 1385 legajo 21/157 tomo 4.  
Ramos writes on behalf of Inés T. de Madero for a food concession permit.  Madero has a record of conflict 
with the park because she had been caught selling beer starting in 1942.   
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when the stands became huts, and then became permanent or semi-permanent structures 

in the park.137   

 Some information was distributed freely in the parks, and some brochures were 

sold.  The publication that outlined the trails around Ajusco proved a failure for the 

department because most visitors already knew what was there and if they did not, they 

preferred to ask rather than to purchase the pamphlet.  Furthermore, some tourists 

remarked that in other countries, brochures were handed out for free and they were 

insulted by being asked to pay for them.138  Besides park specific propaganda, officials 

often used the parks to illustrate the development of national tourism. For example, the 

Department of Press and Propaganda (Departamento Autónoma de Prensa y Publicidad) 

in 1937 published a sixty-four page book to foster tourism.  The pamphlet featured what 

the government thought it could offer to tourists: Indians and nature. Employing 

indigenous cultures along with shining examples of the beauty and richness of natural 

resources was not a coincidental coupling, but nor was it a resuscitation of the “noble 

savage.”  Instead, according to the book, the Indian’s profile represented the “persevering 

strength emanating from the revolution that reintegrates the Indians into the fertile life of 

the Fatherland in an environment of justice and liberty.” Rather than nature as a harsh, 

stark, competitive land, when matched with the revolution, nature meant harmony and 

equality and justice.  Included in the book’s main theme were multiple examples of 
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nature in Mexico, including the Iztaccíhuatl volcano on its cover.  Natural beauty 

provided at once the backdrop for nationalism and the means and desire for enacting it.   

 The real constituents for building and imagining a united nation were not rural 

residents inhabiting parks, nor were they picturesque Indians on book covers.  Nationalist 

programs, from education to forestry, relied on converting urban workers of the country’s 

central cities into dedicated citizens.  This campaign had a racial component famously 

promoted by José Vasconcelos which lauded the mixed ancestry of the nation and gave 

prestige to the confluence of racial characteristics called mestizaje.  Revolutionaries like 

Cárdenas built upon this racial platform and naturalized a normative citizen by elevating 

the national landscape.  Race and nature overlapped to incorporate millions of people into 

an optimistic story that drew upon the hopes and dreams of a populous emerging from 

decades of violence and a depressed economy.139       

 

Conclusion: Visitors in Lagunas de Zempoala 

In May 1937, less than one year after the creation of this ideal park, the General 

Secretary of national parks requested funds from the Secretary of Public Works who 

administered roads for the country.  He asked for an expansion of the parking lot at 

Zempoala Park because the size insufficiently met the number of tourists that visited the 

                                                 
139 Donald S. Moore, Anand Pandian, and Jake Kosek, “Introduction: The Cultural Politics of Race and 
Nature: Terrains of Power and Practice” in Race, Nature, and the Politics of Difference, Donald S. Moore, 
Jake Kosek, and Anand Pandian, eds. 1-70 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). In terms of top level 
nationalism, it is important to take into account the cautions E. J. Hobsbawm set forth in his study of 
European nationalisms: 1) Official ideologies set out by states or revolutions are not guides to what are in 
the minds of citizens; 2) we cannot assume that national identification supercedes other identities; 3) 
national identity constantly changes and shifts; Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, 
Reality, 2d ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 11.   With these in mind, it is interesting to 
note the role nature played in state driven nationalist programs in Mexico.   
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park, especially on Sundays and holidays.140  Uneven and haphazard parking exacerbated 

the effects of the rainy season causing tires to spin in mud or ruts to form in the rustic 

roads.  That one of the problems for the park was the lack of parking demonstrates how 

this park met a public need and developed a corps of visitors, perhaps beyond even the 

preliminary hopes of Forestry Department officials.   

Who were all of these visitors and what were they doing in the park?  Park 

officials kept visitor logs that provide clues about the average tourists in this national 

park and their views and comments on the site.  While the records for every month were 

not kept, it is possible to make some statements about visitors to the park based on the 

careful analysis of one typical month of visitors, August 1938, in one of the peak years of 

park creation.  Because a rented or owned vehicle was required to get to the park, many 

of the visitors identified their jobs as middle or upper class professions.  Students 

frequented the parks, but so did lawyers, engineers, merchants, nurses, jewelers, and 

employees.  Thirty-three separate jobs were noted during the month, with “employee” 

and “merchant” combining for thirty five percent of visitors.   While the park officials 

often claimed that one of the reasons to have a park was to give citizens a place for 

solitude, not one of the 623 visitors in August of 1938 came alone.  Visitors commonly 

arrived with fifteen or twenty companions.  Nearly all (eighty-seven percent) of the 

visitors came from Mexico City, although some drove from as far away as Dallas, Texas 

or Monterrey, Nuevo León. Visitors represented eleven cities total.141  

                                                 
140 Salvador Guerrero to Secretaria de Comunicación y Obras Públicas, División General de Caminos, May 
13, 1937, AGN: SARH 1384, legajo 1/157. 
141 See Appendix B for the complete listing of the visitor log from August 1938.   
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For bureaucratic foresters, Lagunas de Zempoala marked a site where humans 

could enjoy peace and contemplate nature.142   A confluence of different factors came 

together to create this reserve, and its existence encapsulated multiple sources of 

information and perspectives on the environment.  Scientific foresters promoted their 

rational version of management but mechanics, office workers, and taxi drivers brought 

their own values each time they visited the park. Educators designed curricula to infuse 

young people with physical health, but children absorbed the outdoor experiences that 

suited them.  Forestry Department officials sought to shape citizens into an orderly, 

healthy, well-behaved people modeled on trees and wildlife.  Neither faction absorbed the 

commands wholeheartedly and in turn influenced the forestry department with their 

actions and demands.  Because citizens fervently visited Zempoala, multiple 

interpretations of natural resources fused there. 

In part, national parks represented the revolution and even typified the social 

reforms that ensued.  Parks served as a cultural manifestation of patriotism, science, and 

concern for the future.  This manifestation shaped other reforms, and was shaped in turn 

by them. The creation of parks reached far and wide into the federal restructuring of the 

government’s and the individual’s relationships to natural resources. Resource 

management expressed tangible authority over constituents and provided one key to 

manifesting the ideas and beliefs federal officials asserted as they claimed to be the 

appropriate stewards for the nation.  Foresters and the government’s legion of scientists 

convinced many people of its importance and locked away chunks of land for the 
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presumed good of the country.   Creating a park system, Quevedo and his associates 

thought in global terms to meet creatively their local needs and circumstances.   
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CHAPTER 2: COMMON PROPERTY: LEGAL FRAMEWORKS, LOCAL 
CONFLICTS, AND ECOLOGICAL PLAGUES IN MALINCHE NATIONAL PARK  

 
                                                   
La Malinche: A Legacy of Controversy Grounded in Place  
 

Historians, for the past five centuries, have grappled with explanations for how a 

few Spanish conquistadors could march into the Valley of Mexico ruled by a 

sophisticated culture of warriors and quickly seize power over the area.  Violence, 

disease, ambition, luck, and timing all played significant roles as did the actions of 

individuals.  A woman the Spanish called Doña Marina became an indispensable 

collaborator who ensured negotiations with native groups that agreed to ally with the 

newcomers. She served as a guide and translator to Hernán Cortés as he conquered the 

Valley of Mexico.  Young Marina originated from the southern Isthmus, but she was 

given as war bounty to a Maya group by her own people. Along with Mayan, she spoke 

Nahuatl and with the help of Geronimo de Aguilar, a Spaniard shipwrecked in the 

Yucatán for six years, Marina translated for Cortés.  Some historians have speculated that 

without her talent, knowledge, and assistance, the Spanish conquest would not have been 

possible. In recognition of her service and guidance, Cortés built her a house south of 

Mexico City in Coyoacán where she gave birth to two of their children.143  These 

                                                 
143 References to La Malinche abound, but the body of work on La Malinche is broad and diverse, ranging 
from literary analysis to historical studies.  Due to the dearth of historical sources about her, most 
discussions deal with the treatment of Malinche in literature and her symbolic meaning and its changes 
over time.  For a sampling of these works, see  Sandra Messinger Cypess, La Malinche in Mexican 
Literature, From History to Myth (Austin: University of Texas, 1991),  Helena Alberú de Villava, 
Malintzin y el Señor Malinche, (México: Edamex, 1995),  Margo Glantz, La Malinche: sus padres y sus 
hijos, (México: Taurus, 2001), Anna Lanyon, Malinche’s Conquest (Australia: Allen & Unwin, 1999), Jean 
Franco, Plotting Women: Gender and Representation in Mexico, ( New York: Columbia University Press, 
1989), Norma Alarcón “Chicana’s Feminist Literature: A Revision Through Malintzin/ or  Malintzin: 
Putting Flesh Back on the Object” in Cherrié Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa eds. This Bridge Called My 
Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (New York: Latham, 1983): 183-190.  Important historical 
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children of the conquest, born from a native mother and European father often are

represent the birth of the Mexican people.  Despite her critical role in the Spanish 

conquest of central Mexico, Marina faded from memory during her lifetime and died with 

little fanfare.  Her role, physically and symbolically, changed the course of history and 

for this she remains a controversial figure. 

 used to 

                                                                                                                                                

Doña Marina became better known by the name La Malinche and remains the 

ultimate personification of betrayal in Mexican history.  The origins of the name 

Malinche remain unclear but they likely came out of native linguistic exchanges and 

interpretations. 144  The legacy attached to the name has been embedded with meaning 

and reinterpretation over several centuries.  Criticism of her treachery occurred minimally 

during the colonial period. Instead, after Mexican Independence when reverence for the 

pre-conquest native cultures began to take center stage, nationalists disparaged the 

supposed betrayal by this woman, twice sold into slavery herself.  Roger Bartra explains 

that the forging of national identity was based in part on the duality of Malinche and the 

Virgin of Guadalupe.  Malinche, dishonored and illegitimate, converted into the forsaken 

while Guadalupe, virginal and pure, became a national symbol on the banner of 

independence.145  For these reasons, Doña Marina became Malinche, and Malinche 

became a synonym for “traitor.”  The phrase malinchista in common parlance refers to 

 
sources include Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The True History of the Conquest of New Spain and Francisco 
López de Gómara, A History of the Conquest of Mexico.   
144 Lanyon, Malinche’s Conquest, 6.  She was also known as Doña Marina by the Spaniards.  The origins of 
the name La Malinche are not exactly clear.  The Spanish probably heard the word “Malintzin” with the “-
tzin” an honorific title in Nahua and “malin” probably a Nahua attempt at Marina although they had no “r.”  
Another possibility is that her original Nahuatl name, “Malinalli” was changed in Maya to Malina and the 
Spanish altered it from there.  See Lanyon, 82.   
145 Roger Bartra, “Los hijos de la Malinche” in La Malinche: Sus padres y sus hijos, ed. Margo Glantz, 
195-99 (México: Taurus, 2001).    
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someone susceptible to foreign influences and one who betrays his or her people.  

 Figure 13: Map of area around Malinche.  

Malinche volcano depicted by the prostrate female figure in upper left corner. AGA, n.d. San Pablo 

Zitlaltepec 23/5016, legajo 8.  

 
Despite her significance and the oral traditions that remember her, only one 

historical monument to Malinche exists in all of Mexico.146  This monument is a national 

park declared in 1938 around a volcano by the same name situated on the boundary 

between the states of Tlaxcala and Puebla. The nation’s smallest state, Tlaxcala sits on 

the eastern edge of the central plateau near the Sierra Madre Oriental range. Politically, it 

lies wedged between powerful Puebla, Mexico, and Hidalgo states with few substantial 

                                                 
146 Lanyon notes a monument in Coyoacán to mestizaje that include Malinche, Cortés, and their son Martin 
was created in 1982 by the town council.  Students and intellectuals protested so vehemently to the 
memorial it was finally torn down, Lanyon, 205.  



 106

cities or population centers. The volcano takes up nearly one-eighth of the total area of 

Tlaxcala and its forests form one of two woodland areas in the state.147 Like many 

topographical names, the volcano has pseudonyms.  The volcano retains a Nahua version 

of the name Malinche, spelled Malintzin.  In common usage into the sixteenth century, 

the volcano retained the name Matlalcuéyatl in honor of the wife of the Tlaxcan rain god 

known for a blue skirt that may have referred to the mountain’s water sources.  Slowly, 

the volcano became better known by the name of the slave turned translator.148 By the 

twentieth century these dual identities existed in the decree, which called the park both 

Malinche and Matlalcuéyatl.   

 It is certainly fitting that the controversial Malinche would share her name with a 

park ridden with conflict, although for different reasons.  The conflicts in the modern 

park revolved around access to property rights and natural resources.  These culturally 

embedded processes can be understood as debates over meanings, interpretations, and 

rights.  Several haciendas, communal lands, and private properties encompassed the 

flanks of the volcano intended by federal employees for the national park.  No one 

willingly gave up his or her property or resources and power struggles over legality and 

authority took place during park creation.  While conflict proved endemic in many areas 

after the violent stages of the revolution, conflict was no more a typical characteristic of 

the park than was concord.  Wrangling over rights took center stage but the fact that such 

                                                 
147 For an overview of the forests in Tlaxcala see Antonio H. Sosa, "El problema forestal del estado de 
Tlaxcala." México Forestal X: 11,12 (1932), 137-44 and Antonio H. Sosa,"El problema forestal del estado 
de Tlaxcala continuación." México Forestal XI: 2 (1933), 35-43. 
148 Lanyon, 96. Also Maltecuéyatl, may have been the goddess that was represented by a skirt of serpents 
that was visible on colonial maps of the area.  See Figure 1.  She may have also been called Malinalli 
Tenepal but the volcano was not, Alberú de Villava, 11.  
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battling took place exemplifies that the Cárdenas government remained unwilling to 

impose conservation policies at the expense of rural autonomy.  Disputes became part of 

the process of nationalizing resources; they were not merely a mechanism used to 

dispossess regional and local interests of their access to land, water, and forests in the 

area.  Specific resource conflicts and the legal structures utilized to resolve or legitimate 

disagreements show how both federal bureaucrats and local campesinos had access to the 

means to have their voices heard.  These constituents used similar and complimentary 

cultural systems, including the law, to argue their cases.  

This chapter demonstrates that local residents and federal employees had separate 

definitions of a moral economy which justified their own authority over common pool 

resources.  E.P. Thompson and James Scott articulated the notion of a moral economy, or 

a notion of justice based on the need for reliable subsistence, to examine how violations 

of peasant notions of equity led to a break down of the colonial order and rise of the 

proletariat.149  The notion of moral economy applies to the reliance of campesinos on 

common resources both before and after the revolution.  It proves useful in 

conceptualizing how government authorities, claiming a revolutionary mandate, 

envisioned controlling peasant resources.   Federal officials believed their scientific 

training and position within the now stable revolutionary government gave them the right 

                                                 
149 James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), 2-4. See also E.P. Thompson’s classic essay “The Moral Economy of 
the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century” where he argued that food riots were far from “spasmodic” 
and compulsive events, they were reflections of men and women defending traditional rights and customs, 
social norms and obligations, and proper economic functions of parties within a community.  Riots then, 
were examples of outrage when these norms were violated, and as social phenomena they were as 
important as actual deprivation.  E.P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
Eighteenth Century” Past and Present 50(Feb 1971): 76-136. 
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and responsibility to conserve and manage the forests for the good of the nation.  

Campesinos believed that their historical legacy in the area and their revolutionary 

service earned them the right to determine how the resources were used.  This 

competition involved posturing, negotiating, and representing their interests in various 

violent and non-violent forms.  The two moral economies of these revolutionary actors 

articulated similar purposes, such as the conservation and appropriate use of the forest, 

but their adherents saw different authorities as legitimate.    

Neither local residents nor federal officials were homogeneous groups.  One 

private property owner, Manuela Zárate, filed an injunction (amparo) against the federal 

government for the park declaration while her neighbor Miguel Rivera Jr. pleaded to the 

federal government for stricter surveillance and a greater presence in his forests.  The 

forest supervisor, Antonio Sosa recognized one communal property regime, the 

community forests of Huamantla, for excellent forest management and conditions while 

he lambasted the property of the ejido Francisco Javier Mina for utter destruction and 

carelessness towards forests.150  Campesino Adalberto Cortés and his neighbors claimed 

federal legislation increased the burden on the forests and on local residents.  While the 

governors of the states of Tlaxcala and Puebla worked diligently against the 

encroachment of the federal bureaucracy into their resources, federal officials saw their 

mandate as superior and justifiable.151  The residents fought amongst themselves and for 

and against the new forces of power in their region.  The bureaucrats, particularly from 

                                                 
150 Antonio H. Sosa, Report on forests of San Diego Pinar, June 20, 1939, AGN: SARH, 1462, legajo 
21/3671. 
151 Ibid.  The governor of the State of Mexico disapproved of the Forestry Department.  
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the Agrarian Department and the Forestry Department, likewise bickered about their roles 

in protecting the environment and also their responsibility for protecting the people living 

there. 

A depositional layering of property regimes, local interests, federal demands, and 

pressure on resources characterized this area.  No simple narrative about this park exists.  

It is not just a story about the burgeoning federal government encroaching onto 

traditional community lands.  It is not just a story about private property interests 

challenging communal management.  It is not just a story about a fragile environment, 

with plagues of its own such as mistletoe, fighting against contested ownership.  It is all 

of these stories and more.   

This chapter begins with an overview of the geography of the area including the 

overlapping landscapes, the local populations, the economic livelihoods, and the property 

regimes existing as a result of hacienda disentitlement and agrarian reform.  This is 

followed by an assessment of the implications of land reform and its relationship to park 

creation.  Second, it examines the Forestry Department’s use of specific legal reforms on 

the national level to justify federal actions at the same time local residents used legal 

systems to reinforce community and individual rights.  Third, it analyzes several 

examples of resource competition that resulted in different levels of conflict among 

federal entities, against the federal government, against other communities, and inside 

communities.  Fourth, it explains how a mistletoe plague in the Malinche forests 

demonstrates the ways non-human factors amplified preexisting controversies in disputes 

over resource damage and appropriate control.   
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The ossification of revolutionary bureaucracy had one final and major impact:  

local conflicts began to be irreversibly funneled through the federal government.  

Campesinos needed Agrarian Department permission for their ejidal property or Forestry 

Department permits to use the forests.  The park declaration added another method of 

incorporating local communal property into the revolutionary state. Campesinos often 

used their own concepts of a moral economy to gain access to the regulated federal moral 

economy.  This put in place a system of corporatist patronage that endowed the federal 

government with the authority to manage resources and to determine the outcomes of 

local disputes, thus solidifying the position of the federal government for decades. 

   

The Region: Property and People in the Malinche Area  

The Malinche National Park, created by a declaration on October 6, 1938, 

included the entire volcano and the forested slopes in all directions.  Unlike other volcano 

parks, this declaration relied mainly on descriptions of the populations and known 

locations rather than a line around the mountain at 2,500 or 3,000 meters.152  The 4462 

meter volcano provides a prototypical example of what geologists call an isolated 

volcano; it is not directly part of a range, but rather a bulge in a flat area of the central 

plateau.  Malinche dominates the landscape south of Tlaxcala City and north of Puebla 

with its sharp and jagged peak.  The mountain’s base takes up an area of 750 square 

kilometers, most of it described as forested when Cortés traveled through but less than 

                                                 
152 Nevado de Colima’s decree specified the limit at 2,500 meters while Nevado de Toluca and Ixtaccihuatl 
and Popocatépetl’s park boundaries rested at 3,000 meters.  See the Diario Oficial decrees from September 
5, 1936, February 19, 1937, and November 8, 1935.   
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300 square kilometers (about forty percent) remained forested by 1932 because trees had 

been logged or cleared for agriculture.  The forest included conifers and deciduous trees 

with a majority of pine and fir species.153  Residents mostly grew corn for subsistence in 

their fields, with occasional interspersed crops. A few maguey fields existed to provide 

plants for the fabrication of alcohol. Many communities made their livelihoods by the 

combination of agricultural and woodland products they produced in the area.  Sap 

gatherers, (resineros and ocoteros), extracted fluid from the trees to use as combustibles.  

Women and children gathered stacks of firewood (leña) for cooking fires and to be used 

for domestic consumption.  Men constructed underground ovens to make charcoal 

(carbón).  All of these enterprises were extractive, primary industries that relied on the 

forests. 

At the time of the park’s creation the existing natural resources were neither 

enormous nor abundant. During the Porfirian period, the number of haciendas in the area 

greatly increased, and the use of natural resources proceeded unchecked for several 

decades.154  By the time the revolution unfolded, many forests were logged beyond 

recognition and erosion or flooding became seasonal problems.  Tlaxcala in the 1930s 

was the most densely populated state in the republic.  New and redesigned ejidos added 

to the pressure already on the forests and did not lessen the production haciendas had 

undertaken.  Although the area had provided a source of water for the surrounding 

valleys, few substantial water sources remained on the mountain, none of which were 
                                                 
153 Sosa, "El problema forestal del estado de Tlaxcala" 137-144. The species included ocote, oyamel, 
ciprés, sabino, encino, and madroño. 
154 Mario Ramírez Rancaño, El sistema de haciendas en Tlaxcala, (México: Consejo Nacional para la 
Cultura y las Artes, 1990), 13.  Ramírez reports that Tlaxcala had 88 haciendas over 1,000 hectares in 1920 
which took up more than have the area of the state.   
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rivers.  The area contained only a few springs used for drinking water and domestic 

consumption.  This did not leave enough water for irrigation projects of any scale.  The 

forests provided an important means of capturing the seasonal rains that fell from May to 

October and decreased the damage that occurred in torrential flooding.  As the forests 

were cut, more sand and scree slopes appeared and agriculture became less bountiful. The 

little land appropriate for agriculture declined because of the dearth of water. Those using 

the forests to eek out a living faced ecological limitations.  Forest products could not feed 

a family unless the products were transported to Puebla or Mexico City, sold in the 

marketplace, and then sustenance purchased.  This necessity opened the door for 

middlemen or contractors to profit from campesinos’ labor in the forests.  Furthermore, 

too much forest extraction occurred too quickly to sustain extensive extraction.   When 

numerous people became involved, the supply of forestry products rapidly depleted.   

Other resources living among the skirts of the Malinche volcano were the people. 

Of the nineteen settlements identified by forest engineer Antonio Sosa in 1933, the 

forests of La Malinche contained thirteen pueblos(villages), one city, four haciendas, and 

one rancho (rustic settlement).  Sosa noted that only two of these population centers had 

their land in the form of an ejido, although several received grants in the following years.  

Other property owners had ancestral possession of the land.  For example, the city of 

Huamantla at the base of the mountains received its legal charter and rights to the forest 

from King Charles V of Spain in 1528.155  The sizes and resource allotments of 

                                                 
155 Sosa, "El problema forestal del estado de Tlaxcala continuación," 35-43.  The forests on Malinche had 
190 square kilometers or 19,000 hectares distributed in the following manner: City of Huamantla 4,580 hs. 
Pueblo de Ixtenco 400, Citlaltépetl 2,000, Tetlanohcan 3,000, Cuahuixmatla 300, Tlalcuapan 300; 
Teolocholco 1,000; Acxotla del Monte 400, San Marcos Contla 200, Papalotla 300, San Pablo del Monte 
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communities within the Malinche forest varied as did their access to legal resources.  

Two particular communities, San Juan Bautista Ixtenco and San Pablo Zitlaltepec, stood 

out for their heated rivalry.156 Ixtenco residents prided themselves on four centuries of 

residency on the mountainside while those from Zitlaltepec thought of themselves as true 

revolutionaries because they used the agrarian reforms of the new federal constitution to 

acquire hacienda land and constitute their community as an ejido.  Furthermore, the four 

haciendas in the area attempted to break apart their own landholdings into smaller 

haciendas and spread them among relatives and friends to avoid losing more land to the 

reforms. 

By the 1930s, the nation had three predominate types of forest lands: private 

property, communal property (including both ejidal and municipal), and national 

property.  Property law then should have been quite simple; theoretically no overlap 

existed between these three forest types, but in practice designations repeatedly coincided 

and users usurped their neighbor’s lands on purpose and by accident.157  Private, 

communal, and national property changed hands rapidly and often during the three 

decades of the revolution.  Each of these categories contained a range of ownership 

configurations. Private holders included some individual families owning five hectares 

and other hacienda families owning over 5000 hectares.  Communal lands included both 

                                                                                                                                                 
3,000, Buen Suceso 800, San Bernardino Contla 500, San José Teacalco 120, Hacinda de San Diego Pinal 
1,000; Soltepec 500, Santa Bárbara 200, Totolquexco 100, Ranch de Zacatzontetla 300.  With the exception 
of Acxotla del Monte and San José Teacalco that have their forests in ejido grants, the others possessed 
them much earlier, generally the colonial period.  
156 San Pablo Zitlaltepec was also called Xitlaltepec, Citlaltepec, and other variations.  For consistency, it 
will be abbreviated as Zitlaltepec henceforth.  San Juan Bautista Ixtenco will be referred to as Ixtenco.  
157Frans J. Schryer, “Peasants and the Law: A History of Land Tenure and Conflict in the Huasteca,” 
Journal of Latin American Studies 18:2(1986), 283-311.  
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ejidos that had been created by the Agrarian Department and lands that had been 

continuously held by a community for centuries.  National property, including forests, 

park, and water sources, rapidly expanded during the late 1930s.  This property mosaic 

continued to metamorphose for the next several decades.  By the 1970s, the uneven 

boundaries and jagged divisions found on the Agrarian Department’s survey of the area 

demonstrated the give and take of lengthy claims, counter-claims, and population 

pressures.  

 Figure 14: Mosaic of land 
tenure including Malinche National Park in two sections. AGA, San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, legajo 16. 

 

 

Land Reform: Parceling a Commons 
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Federal attempts to make national property out of the communal and private lands 

on the mountain of La Malinche provide important insight into the power of legal 

designations and the attempts by the Cárdenas government to make social changes.  

Before considering several of the settlements on the mountain and what local residents 

knew about using property regulations to retain and acquire lands legally, we must first 

look at agrarian reform as part of the social reforms taking place nationwide.   

The concept of land ownership was a contentious issue with an important role in 

national wars and peacetime history.  During the colonial era, the church had compiled a 

colossal amount of land and Indians were allowed many of their traditional holdings.  

Some protections against deforestation were set in place by the king and remained 

throughout the colonial period.  After independence, and especially after the Juárez 

contingent’s triumph, liberals wanted a nation of yeoman farmers.  The Constitution of 

1857, the Lerdo Law, and La Reforma, the civil war of the mid-nineteenth century, took 

away the land tenure rights of corporations, especially the Catholic Church, and the 

common holdings of Indian communities.  This dissolution slowly erased colonial 

protections on forests.158  

Revolutionaries, most emphatically Zapata, brought demands for land and liberty 

along with the idea that Indian communities and peasants deserved access to natural 

resources. Cárdenas firmly believed in the rights of people to have access to land for their 

livelihoods, but more than that he believed in the power of cooperatives to make the best 

                                                 
158 Richard N. Sinkin, The Mexican Reform 1855-1876: A Study in Liberal Nation-Building, (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1979), Quevedo, “Proyecto de Plan Sexenal 1934-40 en lo relativo a la 
Protección Forestal del Territorio,” Boletín de la Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, July 1935. 
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use of all land.  Yet, Cárdenas did not envision a nation of cooperatives exclusively; he 

also saw the need for private property and for federal holdings.  Federal officials 

manifested this patchwork in the national park at La Malinche. For rural people, land was 

more than just a commodity, it marked wealth and social status, it offered opportunities 

for advancement at the same time it held traditions and provided subsistence.159  Land, 

either bestowed by the federal government or owned by prior right, meant power and 

possibility.   

This power came with marking ownership.  Both a park and an ejido constituted 

common resources; one for the nation and the other for a defined community.  These two 

types of commons stood in contrast to other individual properties.  Once federal 

jurisdiction over land had been established, in a park or an ejido, functionaries had to 

delineate the specific boundaries of claimed land.  The elusiveness of landscapes 

appeared in national mapping projects and the process of attempting to fix property for 

parks revealed the malleability of both nature and humans.  As living resources, trees for 

boundaries had little permanence because they fell, they died, they burned, or they were 

cut down. Such instability risked future controversy.  One point in the boundary marking 

of La Malinche took the name “deforested hill” as a denotation of a landmark.160  While 

it certainly served to mark the area, if the hill became forested the name would only be 

descriptive in memories and local lore.  Likewise, officials constantly complained about 

                                                 
159 Boyer, Becoming Campesinos, 46-47.  Raymond Craib, Cartographic Mexico: A History of State 
Fixations and Fugitive Landscapes, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), especially Chapter 7, 
Revolutionary Spaces.   
160 In their report, the hill is called loma de la desforestación. Humberto Vidal Romero and Othon Mercado 
Peyro, Report on preliminary marking of boundaries of Malinche National Park, August 1, 1938, AGN: 
SARH 1462, legajo 21/3671. 
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the problems they faced with local people moving, destroying, hiding, or otherwise 

compromising their boundary marking efforts.  Some ejidatarios willfully expanded their 

property by abridging the boundaries of a national park, and when they did so they sought 

personal gain and protested the legitimacy of the federal government’s jurisdiction over 

those resources. For example, the engineer, Manuel Corona requested 400 metal markers 

to be placed on trees and advised that they be placed at an elevation high enough to avoid 

tampering.161  The power of such activities did not go overlooked by local residents.  The 

surveyors who marked the preliminary boundary faced such opposition from the people 

of Tetlanohcan, they were completely unable to mark the trees.162  Some of the objection 

to marking federal property stemmed from the desire of locals to claim the property 

themselves through the new system of land reform. 

Of all the promises for social reform emanating from the revolution, land reform 

most dramatically, both literally and figuratively, transformed the landscape.   With a 

phenomenal, yet simple, promise that those who worked the land would own it, land 

reform altered property tenure in expected and unexpected ways.  It brought rural people 

in contact with a federal state in a repetitive and binding manner.  It provided concrete 

action to link to the ideological claims to revolutionary justice.  Land reform’s most 

enduring change configured a particular bureaucracy to deal with the federal management 

of public and communal natural resources.  It did so first by creating the National 

Agrarian Commission which meant that all state entities had to defer to what would 

                                                 
161 J. Manuel Corona to Forest Delegate in Tlaxcala, January 17, 1939, AGN: SARH 1462, legajo 21/3671, 
tomo 1.  
162 Humberto Vidal Romero and Othon Mercado Peyro, Report on preliminary marking of boundaries of 
Malinche National Park, August 1, 1938, AGN: SARH 1462, legajo 21/3671. 
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become the enormous national agrarian bureaucracy.163  Land reform made the vast 

majority of property publicly-owned and federally-managed land although it gave to 

individuals, coordinated and supervised through communal ejidos, the right to work the 

land.  The legal title belonged to the bureaucracy but the produce to the worker.  This 

became a form of national ownership of resources and a method of controlling people by 

keeping them loyal to the state and political interests of the National Revolutionary Party 

(PNR, the precursor to the Institutional Revolutionary Party, PRI).  This system 

embedded the local commons in a federal state structure.  Parks, in contrast, embedded a 

local commons within what was effectively a national commons.  

Revolutionaries found success wresting land from foreign owners during the 

chaos of the most violent years because many of the foreigners abandoned their land.  

Others, like Rosalie Evans in Tlaxcala, did not give up so willingly.164  The land reform 

program has a reputation as the most successful in Latin America, and certainly in terms 

of acreage redistributed, it stands out among other Latin American countries.165  

Surprisingly then, historical literature on agrarian reform has little to say about the 

multiple complexities and conflicts surrounding federal and local property regimes or the 

existence of forest lands or national parks that identify land as part of the national 

patrimony.   

                                                 
163 Craib, Cartographic Mexico, 221. 
164 Timothy Henderson, The Worm in the Wheat: Rosalie Evans and Agrarian Struggle in the Puebla-
Tlaxcala Valley of Mexico, 1906-1927, (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998). 
165 William Thiesenhusen’s Broken Promises: Agrarian Reform and the Latin American Campesino, 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995), T. Lynn Smith, ed. Agrarian Reform in Latin America, (New York:  
Alfred A. Knopf, 1965), Peter Dorner, Latin American Land Reform in Theory and Practice, (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1992), Alain DeJanvry, The Agrarian Question and Reformism in Latin 
America, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981).  
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Most agrarian reform literature of the past three decades was primarily concerned 

with peasants, peasant interests, and related debates about the political orientation of the 

revolution.166  While a useful debate, we still have much more to learn about rural 

peoples’ lives that contributed to their identities.  This literature lacks any attention to 

natural resources in a broad and holistic sense.  Some authors mention that ejido lands 

were of varying quality, and that access to water was an issue, but access to production 

inputs (i.e. seeds, tools, credit) and technology becomes a much larger issue than resource 

distribution for these authors.  While historians have long asked what peasants or rural 

people thought about politics and revolution and even the ejido as a form of land tenure, 

virtually none probe the ideology of campesinos further to consider how these ideas 

reflected long standing interactions with the land.  In other words, how did the lived 

experience of farming on harsh soil, with irregular water, and only family labor shape 

campesinos views of not only their political rights, but their struggles with and against 

nature to survive?  How did campesinos envision particular places and plots of land—

whether it was legally theirs or in the form of a hacienda—and what did they view as 

resources on that land?  How did campesinos envision changes to the allocation of power 

derived from controlling these resources? While historians note the importance of distinct 

regions, they rarely note environmental diversity although clearly an ejido carved out of a 

forest is not an equivalent resource to a hundred acres of land with water access nor is it 

the same as a plot of rocky desert.   
                                                 
166 In addition to the previous authors, see Alan Knight, "Land and Society in Revolutionary Mexico: The 
Destruction of the Great Haciendas." Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 7, no. 1 (1991), 94, and 97 
where he goes into the need for more attention to the political dimensions of agrarian reform. See also 
Markiewicz, Limits of Agrarian Reform. Even attempts to provide a campesino viewpoint overlook the 
importance of the natural world, see Craig, The First Agraristas and Warman, We come to object.  
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Despite their lack of mobility along resource lines, campesinos had conceptions of 

value, worth, and power about the land they asked for and that they received.  Historian’s 

ambivalence to the environmental conditions shaping land reform misses this facet of the 

integral process of land reform that shaped many lives over the course of the twentieth 

century.  Only when we begin to probe into the context of federal resource control are 

these varieties of resources unveiled and ready for analysis. 

Villagers faced limits in where they could request an ejido and they could only 

expand within a seven kilometer radius of the original ejido.167  With their environments 

fixed by the state bureaucrats, landless people were impeded from any sort of pioneering 

migration for the best lands.  Moreover, gaining access to land was a lengthy, tedious, 

and uncertain course for many communities, one full of possible violent and destructive 

repercussions.  Receiving an ejido required multiple formal steps.  First, the applicants 

needed to decide to apply for a grant (dotación) or a restitution (restitución). If they could 

prove that they had recently (since the 1856 Lerdo Law) lost their land by providing 

historical documentation and withstanding the scrutiny of a land survey, they were given 

vindication and had the hectares returned.168  If villagers had not previously owned the 

land, whether or not they had actually worked and resided on it, and they wanted to carve 

out a portion of it according to the provisions in the revolutionary constitution’s new 

agrarian code, they went through the granting process.  Grants consisted of property held 

in excess of the new agrarian limits on the size of private property holdings, or more than 

                                                 
167 Generally, ejidos did not become a type of frontier settlement, the exception came in the late 1970s and 
1980s in Campeche, see Nora Haenn, Fields of Power, Forests of Discontent: Culture, Conservation, and 
the State in Mexico, (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2005). 
168 Craib, Cartographic Mexico, 243.  
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300 hectares per owner.  If villagers could prove that an owner had more than the allotted 

territory, they could file for the grant in a request directed to the governor of their state 

and then upon approval, passed on to the national president.  The governor’s and 

president’s decisions were then published in the appropriate formal periodical.  Next, the 

request was passed along to the national agrarian officials where the residents had to 

undergo a census of heads of households and current holdings undertaken by an agrarian 

official.  The number of heads of household determined the amount of property in the 

ejido, generally calculated at four to six hectares of land per household depending on the 

quality and type of land.  The survey and census then served a crucial purpose in the 

allocation of property, and some communities painstakingly tried to enhance their 

numbers to increase the overall property.  The census and survey, written exclusively by 

agrarian officials, held the future resource prospects of the community.169  

Once the primary grant request was published, aspiring ejidatarios took 

possession of the land in a provisional grant.  It required anywhere from a few months to 

several years for a grant to move from provisional to definitive status.  Prospective 

ejidatarios had several reasons to take possession of the land upon the provisional ruling.  

They could begin working the lands, or if they included forests, they could begin using 

the resources.  Even if the ejido was eventually denied, the planters had legal right to the 

fields they cultivated, at least until harvest time.  Also, landowners had more difficulty 

removing a settlement after possible ejidatarios moved in and even if the grant was 
                                                 
169 María Rosa Gudiño and Guillermo Palacios, “Peticiones de tierras y estrategias discursivas campesinos: 
procesos, contenidos y problemas metodológicos,” in Estudios campesinos en el Archivo General Agrario, 
eds. Antonio Escobar O., Jacqueline Gordillo, María Rosa Gudiño, Guillermo Palacios, Gabriela Acosta, 
Arnulfo Embriz, Juan Matamala, 75-118 (México: Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en 
Antropología Social, 1998).  
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denied, the new residents might stay, particularly if their arrival forced the prior 

landowner to flee.  After federal officials confirmed the grant, ejidatarios could apply for 

enlargements (ampliaciónes) on their granted lands.  While these procedures marked the 

proscribed manner of acquiring land, the actual process of dispensing national territory 

often proved more complicated, particularly when it overlapped with other forms of 

federal control, such as a national park.   

Land allocation continually resulted in tensions because there were only so many 

ways to divide the land.  Giving to one party often meant taking away from another.  

Rules of the bureaucracy, for example that enlargements could only be requested within 

seven kilometers of the original grant, ensured this inevitable conflict with surrounding 

landholders.  Also, article 59 of the agrarian code stated that holdings less than 300 

hectares in size were not available for ejidal grants and in many cases family members 

chopped up the hacienda amongst themselves until it was below that size.  Once the 

government declared an ejido, the legal agrarian structures paved the way for 

enlargement and in fact encouraged ejidatarios to seek out extensions, for which they 

could at worst be refused, but most likely rewarded, and never penalized.  For example, 

the Hacienda San Bartolo Pinar in the Malinche area began with 1,308 hectares. Of these, 

569 were allocated for grants to Santa Isabel Tepetzala and 598 were given to the pueblo 

of Acajete, leaving the hacienda owner, Toribio Hernández with 300 hectares, 

unavailable by law to further grants. Hernández complained that after the lands were 

allocated for Acajete, he received notification that San Pablo Zitlaletpec was also given 

398 hectares of the same land, ignoring the previous allocation.  Immediately after this 
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the villagers invaded the lands bringing agricultural tools to exploit magueys.  Hernández 

wanted them dealt with and the issue of property solved but the villagers, empowered by 

the prospects of land and the available actions, took the proceedings into their own 

hands.170  Some communities applied for enlargements up to four times, hoping the 

agrarian department officials would change their minds or look favorably upon the 

solicitors over their neighbors.   

A further elaboration on the example of Zitlaltepec highlights this bureaucratic 

process and the complications that ensued while creating federalized communal land 

simultaneously with nationalized parks.   Zitlaltepec residents requested the creation of 

an ejido out of the lands near Malinche and their story provides an example of the 

complications with federal rules, bureaucracy, and territory. While Zitlaltepec succeeded 

in getting an ejido, the national park declaration impeded the community from realizing 

the enlargements they determined to acquire.  The park did not take away territory that 

was theirs nor did it push them out of the park, yet, it did succeed in stopping the 

enlargement of their ejido onto the forests that the President had declared off limits in the 

park decree.   

Beginning in 1916, Zitlaltepec asked for ejidal lands and the agrarian survey 

found them eligible for 600 hectares.  After seven years of war and a marginally 

functioning agrarian department, in June 1923, the villagers finally received a provisional 

right to 400 hectares.  At this point, the community chose not to occupy them because the 
                                                 
170 Toribio Hernández to Head of Agrarian Department, June 5, 1937, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, 
legajo 6. Hernández wrote complaining that after the lands were allocated for Acajete, he was later notified 
that San Pablo Zitlaltepec was given 398 hectares of the same land, ignoring the previous allocation.  
Immediately after this (May 1) the villagers invaded the lands bringing agua miel and agricultural tools to 
exploit magueys.  
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owners of the Hacienda San Juan Bautista de Mier, filed an amparo to stop the grant.  

The owners, Sebastián B. Mier and Guadalupe Cuevas de Mier, contended that the ejidal 

request contained false information and was incorrectly put together.  A judge voided the 

amparo, but the community members accused the hacienda of having undue influence in 

the process of requesting land, particularly at the state level (which perhaps caused the 

seven year delay in processing their request), and of having bribed several community 

members into obstructing the land reform process by refusing to give their names to the 

agrarian census.   

In the eyes of the people of Zitlaltepec, their right to property was evident due to 

the size of the haciendas that surrounded them.  In addition to Hernandez’s defunct San 

Bartolo de Pinar, the hacienda San Diego Pinar consisted of 3,146 hectares, San Diego 

Pavón had 820 (including their annexation of La Floresta) and San Juan Bautista de Mier 

had 1,617.  Each of these widely exceeded legal ownership regulations.  Aspiring 

ejidatarios knew the law, and these owners were only allowed to retain 300 hectares, 

because of the Agrarian Code and part of Article 27 of the Constitution.171   The people 

of Zitlaltepec refused the provisional grant of a meager 400 hectares because they knew 

they had the law on their side and the haciendas around them had ample land that 

qualified for expropriation.  

These residents used both moral economy arguments and legal justifications to 

argue their case.  They pleaded to the agrarian department with evidence of their 

population and the acreage they required.  When their actions resulted in an attack by the 

                                                 
171 Martín Pérez to Presidente de la Comisión Nacional Agraria, September 9, 1923, AGA: San Juan 
Bautista Ixtenco 23/5016, legajo 14.  
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haciendas in court (the amparo), they fought back with allegations of wrongdoing and 

corruption.  Furthermore, these residents employed their knowledge of the laws of the 

new revolutionary government to argue for their full rights to the land, refusing to settle 

for an appeasement when they felt they were owed more land.  Ultimately, these 

campesinos succeed in making their voices heard with this strategy.  These were not 

ignorant, ill-informed, “backward” rural folk; instead these people had a deep 

understanding of federal laws and how these laws could be used to get their community 

more natural resources in land and forests.  Furthermore, this argumentation and 

knowledge worked; on November 29, 1923 Zitlaltepec was endowed with 1154 hectares 

of land for 577 heads of family, taken from the surrounding haciendas.172  

Zitlaltepec’s agrarian rights officially began with the presidential resolution in late 

1923, but their struggle for land did not subside.  On June 9, 1937 the grant was 

provisionally enlarged by 1,325 hectares and again on June 29, 1938 by 953 hectares 

from the hacienda de San Juan Bautista de Mier and the Hacienda de San Diego Pinar.  

The Agrarian Department determined these enlargements based on the updated general 

census that found 593 people eligible for parcels within the ejido.173  This definitive 

enlargement never took effect because of other federal agendas for the area.  Only eighty-

six hectares of the enlargement were agricultural land (temporal) while the rest were high 

forest (monte alto) that had been declared a national park on September 21, 1938 before 

                                                 
172 Decree by Presdident Álvaro Obregon, November 29, 1923, AGA: San Juan Bautista Ixtenco 23/5016 
vol. 14. 
173 Aurelio Robles Castillo, Memorandum of Consulting, March 29, 1942, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 
23/5016, vol. 6.  Robles finds that by 1942 in a new census only 274 capacitated recipients existed to 
receive certified agrarian rights, while 319 rights remained vacant.  Either the original census was 
generously inflated or the population declined by more than half in five years.   
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the final approval of the enlargements.  The park decree made these woods unavailable 

for grants and restitutions by ejidos.  Furthermore, a declaration from the President on 

June 7, 1937 prohibited giving away forest lands as land reform parcels.174  Because of 

the park, the Agrarian Department authorized the enlargement only in partial form and 

did not survey and mark the woods.  Not surprisingly, instead of leaving the forests, the 

ejidatarios ignored the presidential restrictions and proceeded to log them in fear that they 

had to take advantage of the resources before they were forcefully taken away. 

Some employees of the Agrarian Department viewed the protests of Zitlaltepec as 

legitimate, even though their actions explicitly violated two presidential decrees about 

parks.175  These employees then engaged in a type of bureaucratic protectionism to 

defend the power of the Agrarian Department and to fulfill their mission at the expense of 

others, even within the same government.  The department advisor, Hilario Contreras 

Molina, declared that the full enlargement conceded to Zitlaltepec should be respected 

and that the woods would be turned over promptly to them.176  Heriberto Allera, an 

engineer and director of the Agrarian Department’s Land and Water Section (Dirección 

de Tierras y Aguas) disagreed with Contreras’ advice because the lands had, prior to the 

enlargement, been declared a national park.  Cuitlahuac Esparza, the engineer for the 

region, agreed with Contreras that the lands should still be given in the ejido because of 
                                                 
174 Presidential decree, June 7, 1937, AGN: SARH 1421, legajo 1/1472. See also Quevedo to President 
Cárdenas, September 7, 1937 AGN: SARH 1421, legajo 1/1472.  
175 The enlargement grant was also a presidential resolution and Cárdenas created enough of them to lose 
track of which ones overlapped or failed to coincide.  In this case the agrarian agenda superceded the need 
to protect forests as they stood.  
176 Hilario Contreras Molina, Memorandum for File, June 18, 1942, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, 
vol. 6. Heriberto Allera, Memorandum, May 25, 1942, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, vol. 6.  
Cuitlahuac Esparza to Head of Agrarian Department, April 13, 1942, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, 
vol. 6.  Document trail ends there, but it seems that they both got their way, the ejido got access to the lands 
and the park decree stood.   
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the clause in the Malinche decree that allowed property owners within the park to retain 

title, as long as they agreed to follow park regulations.  A loophole for going ahead with 

the enlargement, Esparza admitted in the same memo that the ejidatarios had already 

proceeded into the forests and were logging them even though the woods were not 

included in the officially marked boundaries.  Esparza wanted his department to give out 

what it promised and supercede the park, which was the responsibility of another 

government agency, the Forestry Department.  

The politics of land distribution did not stop once an ejido received its grant.  At 

this point, contestation turned internal.  Once a grant had been legally declared, the 

elected president of the Comisariado Ejidal had to assign the individual parcels within the 

ejido—a notoriously controversial process.  In Zitlaltepec, for example, the Agrarian 

Department officials received numerous complaints from ejidatarios, inspectors, and even 

representatives of the national political party that detailed the allocation of plots. Some 

claimed that the Comisariado Ejidal president received money from certain ejidatarios to 

ensure that they received the best parcels of land, and others claimed that he was 

incompetent and violated the law. Because of the perception of an unfair process, 

ejidatarios who felt slighted wrote to their representative on the Agrarian Action 

Committee asking for government intervention to correct the irregularities.177   

After the Comisariado Ejidal made the allocations, the Agrarian Department 

required a survey of the parcels to be filed.  Ejidatarios in Zitlaltepec protested that not 

only was the document not on file, no survey ever existed because it would reveal that 

                                                 
177 Ernesto Soto Reyes to Departamento Agrario, April 2, 1936, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, vol. 
6. 
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some people received parcels of 12,000 square meters while others barely got 5,700.  The 

letter claimed that the adjudication of parcels had not been verified and moreover, it 

failed to comply with the law.178  Such a process, the ejidatarios protested, ignored the 

legitimate rights of possession and also posed a grave danger to the long-standing rights 

of many in order to favor the few who paid off the Comisariado President. In this case, 

the rural residents called on the authority of the federal government to interfere in village 

level corruption and weed out the illegal decisions with a professional inspection.  They 

referred to their rights within the Agrarian Code in their accusations against the 

Comisariado President.179  Ejidatarios here were using knowledge of the law to make 

formal accusations against their elected leader and then to ask for federal intervention to 

correct this local conflict. Not only did the allocation of ejido lands often result in conflict 

with surrounding communities and previous owners, the new ejidos often endured heated 

conflict from within.   

At the core of this finagling over parcels was the issue of dividing resources and 

rights in a fair manner.  The two hundred ejidatarios that complained to the Agrarian 

Department about their enlargement did so because they felt they unfairly received poor 

land.  The enlargement territory that the original engineer declared for them was subject 

to frequent landslides (deslaves) which left it impossible to cultivate. Furthermore the 
                                                 
178 Antonio Palma, et. al. to Emilio Portes Gil, March 28, 1936, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, vol. 
6. This petition lists 93 men, (42 with names listed but no actual signatures) and 13 women (listed, no 
signatures.) 
179 Interestingly, these documents do not mention the president of the Comisariado Ejidal by name.  
Perhaps this means that the position itself was inevitably fraught with disagreements and conflicts, no 
matter who held the actual presidency.  This is consistent with other towns that rarely name the 
Comisariado by full name, but just use the title instead. While they do ask for a new election for the 
Comisariado president it was not likely that another individual could easily solve these issues and 
disagreements.  In April 23, 1936 the Comisariado was Guadalupe León, but it is difficult to know if he 
was presiding the entire time.  
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apportionment of the extra territory proceeded in such a way many cultivators ended up 

with one plot on one side of the ejido and another across multiple other parcels, making 

their work more difficult.  While ejidatarios did not want to give up lands they had 

already planted and fertilized “with thousands of sacrifices that left our families without 

food to eat many times, just to make the land more productive,” they wanted a solution to 

the irregularity and inequality of the distribution.  Ejidatarios said they were willing to 

pay for the engineer’s technical study of the ejido, if it accorded with the necessities of 

the ejido.180 For these ejidatarios, their personal labor with the land entitled them to a 

legally precise distribution, even if the realities of creating such accuracy were not easily 

forthcoming.  

Campesinos and ejidatarios drew on their own definitions of justice and on their 

knowledge of their federal rights to gain access to natural resources.  They did not 

hesitate to engage in smaller acts of sabotage, such as moving boundary markers, yet 

their largest strategy involved employing the promises of the federal government to 

acquire land.  By knowing their rights and how to activate the law, campesinos 

articulated their demands and often succeeded in gaining greater rights. This legal 

recourse resulted in increased peasant access to resources but it simultaneously 

strengthened the pragmatic authority of the revolutionary state bureaucracy.  

 

Legality: Constructing Rights to Resources 
                                                 
180 Martín Pérez, et. al. to Felix Ramos Hernández, March 5, 1936, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, 
vol. 6.  When the problem still had not been resolved by April 23, 1936, Pérez began writing to President 
Cárdenas, explaining he had no where else to turn and the problems in the ejido were becoming violent 
struggles, although no one had been fatally injured yet.  Martín Pérez, et. al. to Lázaro Cárdenas, April 23, 
1936, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 23/5016, vol. 6. 
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Laws constituted tools employed in a variety of forms by diverse interests.  

Disputes about park declarations, boundaries, and uses took place according to the 

knowledge of particular legal structures and methods of access to them. Miguel Ángel de 

Quevedo used specific laws to justify his department’s labors. Surveyors and engineers 

used laws to authenticate their work.  Communities and ejidos used laws to verify their 

claims and adjudicate their demands.   The concept of legality—an agreed upon set of 

principles and guidelines to follow and a method of enacting punishments and penalties 

when they are abrogated—certainly was not unique to Mexico or the post-revolutionary 

period.181  In the modern period, Scott has shown that governments often enact laws to 

make administration easier by simplifying and reducing differences among their 

citizenry.182  While laws are fixed, nature and humans are fleeting.  The various uses of 

legal structures by citizens present a diverse playing field for understanding the formation 

of the federal bureaucracy at a time when local owners did not readily concede their 

claims on nature.  Elite and powerful interests generally imposed legal structures, but 

laws also held the means for lower class and rural individuals lacking formal education to 

gain access to government allocated resources.   

In other words, laws imposed from the top down could be inverted to reflect the 

interests from the bottom up.  Instead of granting privileges to corporate groups or 

individuals, the revolutionary systems solidified during the Cárdenas era (Agrarian 

Department, Forestry Department, Campesino League, National Political Party) forged 

                                                 
181 Historians of colonial New Spain have long argued that the Spanish legal system allowed its subjects 
access to an estimable structure that favored slaves or indigenous peoples in certain cases. For an overview 
see, Silvia Arrom, “New Directions in Mexican Legal History” The Americas 50:4(Apr. 1994), 461-465. 
182 Scott, Seeing Like a State.   
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identities that linked to people’s relationships with the land.  The new collective identities 

formed through articulating rights to land were not racially or ethnically based as the 

colonial system had been, but neither were they a liberal system of individual yeoman 

farmers.183  When the late-nineteenth-century liberals emphasized individual property 

rights, many groups lost power.  In the 1930s, groups disadvantaged by the liberal system 

rearticulated their demands through legal channels at the same time the changing state 

structure and presidential priorities enhanced the amount resources accessible to them.  

Why did so many divergent and unrelated groups trust legal channels as 

legitimate and proper mediators in their property disputes?  Certainly the memories of 

violence and destruction during the years of revolutionary fighting weighed in people’s 

minds and the decision to trust legal channels marked the nation’s movement away from 

fighting and into revolutionary social reconstruction efforts.  In the reams of 

documentation over title disputes, land transactions, and resource declarations, citizens 

revealed their own interpretations of the authority vested in legal structures, even those 

disrupted and disheveled from years of civil war.  Villagers often expressed their rights to 

an area because they could prove they had possessed the resources for extensive lengths 

of time.  For example, the community of San Francisco Tetlanohcan, within the 

boundaries of Malinche park, claimed they had retained continuous and peaceful 

residence in that community for more than sixty-five years.  Their ancestors purchased 

                                                 
183 Richard Boyer and Geoffrey Spurling, eds., Colonial Lives: Documents on Latin American History, 
1550-1850, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), and for similarities in the Andes see Serge 
Serulnikov, Subverting Colonial Authority: Challenges to Spanish Rule in Eighteenth-Century Southern 
Andes, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). See also the essays in García Martínez and González 
Jácome, Estudios sobre historia y ambiente en América. 
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the property in 1869 in a transaction recorded in the public register.184 Other 

communities traced their legal rights from the first Spanish documentation of their area.  

Francisco B. Méndez, a self-proclaimed village historian of San Juan Bautista Ixtenco,

claimed the village became legally constituted on January 8, 1532 and was named 

Juana Bautista, the mother of the viceroy, and Ixtenco which signified the woodlands i

the skirts of the volcano.

 

after 
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185  While they may not have believed that legal documents ga

ultimate authority, these residents felt they had a right to the lands despite the federal 

government’s park declaration, and they knew how to explain those rights by using 

accepted legal evidence.   

Villagers employed legal structures, but federal bureaucrats created them.  From 

department heads to inspectors, these officials expressed the importance of formulaic 

regulations and backed this with an emphasis on vigilance and enforcement.  By creating 

permits, embarking on research, and issuing reports, federal officials demonstrated their 

desires to keep track of the resources.  For example, Ramón Corral Soto, an engineer with 

the National Agrarian Commission, responded to a request from his superiors for 

information about the logging activities of Ixtenco and other communities in the area.  

His response explained simply that certain people illegally logged on others’ property, 

and that the issue called for detailed reports, increased monitoring, and written 

 
184 San Francisco Tetlanohcan amparo, October 5, 1938, San Francisco Tetlanohcan, Chiautempan, Hidalgo 
District, AGN: SARH 1462, leg. 21/3671. 
185 Mendez names the founders that include Srs. Juan Ponce de León, Diego Gabriel, Francisco de Barba 
Torres Paredes, Francisco Contreras and Antonio Gomez.  Francisco B. Mendez, November 6, 1923, San 
Juan Bautista Ixtenco: AGA, 23/5011, vol. 2. 
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infractions.186  In this case, the government interest in enforcing the law came with 

accusations of deviance from it, an assumption only valid if the engineer and his 

department believed in the authenticity of the legal structures they enforced.  Federal 

workers had a more advantageous position when it came to the law because they had 

closer access to its formulation.  

Legal structures were not always followed in practice, but the cultural idea of the 

law held sway in a range of citizens’ visions of their nation.  Such agreement broke down 

in the competition among incongruous structures.  The overlap of laws provoked 

conflicts, particularly over specific claims to natural resources.  Federal declarations of 

national parks on top of the same lands ejidatarios petitioned for with the Agrarian 

Department, led to lengthy and complicated assertions of rights.  While different parties 

resorted to using any legal claim that struck them as pertinent and convincing, the use of 

legal structures to adjudicate and legitimize resource claims generally occurred in several 

common ways.   

A Three-Tiered Legal Structure 

Legal structures included broad national laws, specific federal policies, and local 

legal actions.  Each set of structures revealed how multiple levels of state-crafting took 

place when it came to ruling natural resources.  First, federal officials enacted two 

overreaching laws to regulate natural resources: Article 27 of the Constitution of 1917, 

and the Six Year plan for 1934-1940.  These two pieces of legislation explicitly regulated 

land, water, forest, and mineral resources, but they were enveloped in larger plans for the 

                                                 
186 Ramón Corral Soto, report on forest exploitation by Ixtenco and Zitlaltepec, August 7, 1923, AGA: 
25/5016, vol. 14. 
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improvement of human resources.187  Second, forestry officials and Quevedo in 

particular, crafted the Forestry Law of 1926 and created specific presidential decrees to 

regulate and control uses of forest properties and park lands.  Third, individuals and 

citizen groups used amparos or injunctions to prevent actions on behalf of the federal 

government that would threaten their interests.  Amparos started at the municipal level 

but worked their way to the federal level as their validity was investigated.188  Individuals 

used this triple layer of national laws, federal policies, and personal injunctions to 

compete for control over resources.  

Laws existed on a theoretical and a practical level, but the citizens and the natural 

resources they sought to legislate and administer changed.189  Law makers were not 

oblivious to these changes and the ecological challenges that threatened forests and water 

regimes received ample attention and concern.  While laws were crafted on a particular 

understanding of the environment, usually informed by the scientific beliefs of foresters 

and administrators, other understandings of the environment and its appropriate uses 

competed with this vision and sometimes used the law to do so.  Considerable 

interdepartmental bickering occurred between the Forestry Department and the Agrarian 

Department regarding the overlap between two natural resource goals of the Cárdenas 

administration:  Protecting forests and increasing ejidal agricultural production.  In some 
                                                 
187Larger plans included topics historians have long since paid attention to such as education and labor 
reforms. See Vaughn, Cultural Politics of Revolution, Héctor Aguilar Camín and Lorenzo Meyer. In the 
Shadows of the Mexican Revolution: Contemporary Mexican History 1910-1989, Luis Alberto Fierro, 
trans. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993). 
188 Another example here would be the method of attaining an ejido which was laid out by the Agrarian 
Department.  The rules were established and local people used that forum to act out local disputes and 
posture for their neighbors land, sometimes successful, sometimes not.   
189 For the United States, Ted Steinberg argued that property laws are particularly slippery when dealing 
with unstable and malleable nature Theodore Steinberg, Slide Mountain Or The Folly of Owning Nature, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995). 
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cases both departments believed they had both a superior understanding of the 

appropriate uses and a legal justification for their actions.  Furthermore, individuals 

articulated their understandings of ecological changes in their region and their legal rights 

to these resources they knew so well.  Questions of who had the right to park lands and 

how these resources should be fairly administered plagued every level of government and 

created intense concern in individual lives.   

This does not suggest that only the declaration of a national park provoked 

unforeseen antagonisms or brought festering hostilities to the surface. All resource 

reallocation had the potential to trigger more problems. Agrarian reform was inherently 

conflict-ridden, garnering support and opposition from diverse interests.190  Parks instead 

constituted one of the many legal land designations and they had to compete with others 

in this tenure mosaic.  Certainly federal officials, especially Quevedo, fought diligently 

for the priority of parks through presidential decrees over other properties but the reality 

of land tenure unfolded much less clearly.   Officials squeezed parks in alongside and 

made them overlap with local, regional, and other federal designations.  Compromises 

allowed multiple claimants to the resources, for example, permitting villagers access to 

                                                 
190 Alan Knight, "Land and Society in Revolutionary Mexico: The Destruction of the Great Haciendas." 
Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 7, no. 1 (1991): 73-104, p. 91.  Knight claims that land reform was a 
zero-sum game where beneficiaries were offset by victims.  This seems to understate beneficiaries when it 
comes to federal public land designations that did not expropriate territory but merely overlapped with pre-
existing private or ejidal jurisdiction.  A seemingly minor point is statistically significant when amplified 
over the hundreds of thousands of hectares that the parks took up, nearly all of which had prior tenure 
within them.  While Knight notes the zero-sum conflict that the revolutionaries (and bureaucrats) were 
clearly aware of, he does not account for what happened when they also tried to introduce another form of 
federal holding (i.e. public land) and how they compromised to make this landholding structure feasible 
(namely by changing the declarations to refrain from expropriating prior holdings within the parks). These 
competing legal designations differed considerably from the role of parks in other countries.  See, 
Carruthers, Kruger National Park, Jacobs, Environment, Power, and Injustice, Spence, Dispossessing the 
Wilderness, Louis Warren, The Hunters Game, Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature.  See the larger 
discussion about this literature in the Introduction to this work. 
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fallen dead wood to take for cooking fuel.  That compromises were attainable reflects the 

convergence of multiple ideas about resource use within a legal framework. 

  

1. Article 27 and the Six-Year Plan 

The violent and politicized path of revolution reached a pivotal new stage by 

1917. How would revolutionaries put their revolutionary rhetoric into action?  This 

decades-long process began with the federal constitution, approved at the Constitutional 

Convention of 1916-1917, which effectively legalized the revolution.  The convention 

represents a trend that became typical with nationwide reforms; lukewarm leadership 

hijacked by more radical forces.  In shaping the Constitution, as in creating national 

parks, the initial reformers underestimated the groundswell of opinion that ultimately 

altered the original minor reforms and made them more flexible to local needs and 

popular demands.  

Amidst fighting and civil war in 1914, Venustiano Carranza, declared himself 

“First Chief in Charge of the Executive Power of the Nation” and sought to bring order to 

the revolution and solidify his own rule.  Carranza carried out a series of significant 

reforms, including the agrarian reform decree of January 6, 1915, (Ley de 

desamortización), which mandated the return of communal lands taken during the Díaz 

period.  This established a National Agrarian Commission and branches in each state.  In 

early fall of 1916, the First Chief called for the election of delegates to a constitutional 

convention to reform the standing Constitution of 1857 to incorporate new revolutionary 
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reforms into the country’s legal framework.191   In only allotting two months for 

deliberations he made it clear he hoped for quick acquiescence.192  Carranza had a draft 

of what he hoped would be the new constitution prepared and he hoped the convention 

would consist of polite discussion and minor adjustments to his draft.  The delegates had 

other plans. 

While each of the components of the Constitution stirred debate and forced 

compromise, Article 27, the section addressing agrarian reform issues, proved the most 

distinctive feature of the 1917 Constitution.  Article 27 presented a full attack on the 

vested interests that had long exploited the nation’s natural resources for individual 

profit.   Carranza, himself a large landowner, contributed little to the clause and wanted 

distance from the radical and comprehensive article that would become the stalwart 

section of the document.  Members of the committee revisiting the issue, such as Andrés 

Molina Enríquz and Pastor Rouaix, believed Carranza’s draft was offensively inadequate 

and intended to make the federal government the apparatus instigating social and 

economic reform as it related to natural resources.  The framers of Article 27 viewed the 

article in three separate parts: property, rights to property, and solving the agrarian 

problem.  They believed the abuse of property rights caused the agrarian problem, not 

merely the lack of irrigation, credit or education.193  The beginning of Article 27 

                                                 
191 E.V. Niemeyer, Jr. Revolution at Querétaro: The Mexican Constitutional Convention of 1916-1917, 
(Austin: Institute of Latin American Studies and University of Texas Press, 1974), 22-27.  Neimeyer’s 
analysis remains the most complete analysis of creating this important document. Interestingly, he notes 
that despite the radical importance of the creation of Article 27, the article was introduced at the end of the 
convention and debate by the entire delegation for only a few hours.  This is striking given the heated 
debates in the committee and the far-reaching implications of the proposed reforms.  
192 Ibid, 34-36.  
193 Ibid, 140, 144.  
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elaborated on property rights, but the final four sections articulated solutions to the 

agrarian inequality of the country.  It allowed for the expropriation of private property for 

the public good, the restoration of communal land, forests, and water, the breaking-up of 

haciendas, and the recovery of public land and water privatized after 1876.194  If property 

rights proved the problem, than a reworking of the law would position the federal 

government to use property as a solution.   

Article 27 drew its strength from placing the state between producers—from 

campesinos to hacendados—and their resources.  According to this reform, the federal 

government held the authority to adjudicate the ownership of natural wealth including 

land, water, forests, minerals, and other resources.195  Just as the King had done in 

colonial times, the revolutionary state would determine possession.  These reformers 

envisioned the state subverting individual ownership to the greater national good in order 

to ensure social development of the entire citizenry.  Revolutionaries, in this supreme 

platform, paid explicit attention to national resources because they believed those 

resources were the place to build their nation’s future.  Article 27 was only the first step 

of this legal web of state control.   

Just as more radical interests hijacked the writing of the 1917 Constitution into 

something more than the original drafters intended, the Congress that approved the final 

version of the Six Year Plan swayed the document towards more radical ends.  After 

creating the first national party as a means to ensure presidential stability and reduce the 

                                                 
194 Ibid, 158.  
195 One committee member, Luis Espinosa, questioned the provision that allowed communal lands to be 
divided, but ignored the division of woods and waters.  Committee members responded that woods and 
waters were common property and could not be divided under any circumstances.  Ibid, 156.  
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prospects of re-election or assassinations, revolutionary strongman and former President 

Plutarco Elías Calles saw a party platform as a way to set out the direction for the 

national economy.  In a time where state planning was in vogue around the world, the Six 

Year Plan promised major changes.196  Approved December 4, 1933 at the PNR national 

convention, the act of deliberate planning for the future of the nation represented an 

important step in the expansion of revolutionary ideas to reach the daily lives of citizens. 

This plan outlined changes in eleven different areas including: agriculture, labor, 

economy, communications and public works, health, education, governance, army, 

foreign relations, finances and public credit, and community promotion.197  It stimulated 

the use of resources by restoring confidence in the potential for the future.198 Drawing on 

revolutionary pronouncements, the Six Year Plan called for the rescue of natural 

resources from foreigners.199  The plan explicitly called for the strict watchfulness over 

forests to take advantage of them and also to prevent their destruction.200  This 

emphasized the idea that the state knew the best way to exploit the forests, and would use 

its citizens as a tool to do so.  These aspects gave foresters the legal groundwork to 

                                                 
196 The Soviet Union’s five year plans are the best known, but Sweden, Italy and China enacted them as 
well.  Not called a plan, Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal certainly had the same characteristics.  
197 Several of versions of the six-year plan are available with only minor differences.  See Plan Sexenal del 
P.N.R. Mexico: 1934. English editions include, Mexican Government’s Six Year Plan, (México: Trens 
Agency, n.d.) or Gilberto Bosques, The National Revolutionary Party of Mexico and the Six-Year Plan 
(México: National Revolutionary Party, 1937). For the record of the convention where the plan was 
approved, see Memoria, Segunda Convención Nacional del Partido Nacional Revolucionario, (México: 
PNR, 1934), 63. 
198 Ángel Bassols Batalla, Recursos naturales: Climas, agua, suelos, teoria y uso (México: Editorial 
Nuestro Tiempo, 1967), 32.  
199 Fernando Saúl Alanis Enciso, El Gobierno del General Lázaro Cárdenas 1934-1940: Una visión 
revisionista. (México: Colegio de San Luis, 2000), 11. 
200 Bosques, Six Year Plan, 21.  
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proceed.  While the constitution articulated citizens rights and responsibilities the six-

year plan spelled out the policies for implementing those rights. 

 

2.  The Forestry Law of 1926 and Park Decrees 

 Quevedo, the self-appointed steward of the nation’s forest resources, missed the 

constitutional convention but added his part to increasing the federal legal structure with 

the Forestry Law of 1926.  Quevedo and the other members of the Forestry Society began 

discussing a national forest law in the early 1920s as part of their agenda of modernizing 

Mexico’s natural resource use.201  This law, approved April 5, 1926 by President Calles, 

sought to regularize conservation, restoration, planning, and use of forests and foster a 

cadre of technical personnel to ensure the same.202  The law claimed to protect the public 

utility by regulating forests on municipal, communal, and private lands for the first time.  

Forests could still be used, if users followed the new regulations which included 

extractive limits, reporting, and permit and transit fees.  The law called for citizens to 

help with enforcement by denouncing those who felled timber without federal 

permission.  It also laid the groundwork for forest reserves, immediately putting them 

into effect on all national lands. Furthermore, the law established protocols for future 

reforestation including regional nurseries, woodland preservation, and the creation of a 

forestry department.  The Forestry Law of 1926 created the extensive system used to 

regulate the use of forests nationwide and provided a wooded corollary to the natural 

                                                 
201 Boyer, “Revolución y paternalismo.”   
202 Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, Dirección Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, Ley forestal y su 
reglamento, (México: Talleres Gráficos de la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, 1930), 6. 
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resource seizure of Article 27. The Forestry Law set a new precedent for extensive 

federal intervention into harvestable common property resources.  By imposing 

regulations and monitoring mechanisms, the federal government staked its claim over all 

forests, even though it did not expropriate them outright.  The implications of this forest 

policy cannot be overstated and should be compared to the nationalization of oil and 

water.203  

Legal structures carve out roles for individual careers and create cultural entities 

imbued with power relations. Quevedo had held political positions over a long period 

which allowed him to influence the crafting of laws.  His interest focused on conservation 

through forest protection and his persistence on the subject allowed him to shape 

important legislation and which he used justify his own agenda.  For example, Quevedo 

drafted the final version of the entire 1926 Forestry Law.  In national park decrees, he 

refers specifically to that law to validate the actions.204   

 Both the 1926 Forestry Law and the Six Year Plan specifically called for the 

creation of national parks.  Once the Forestry Department gained autonomy in 1935 

under Cárdenas, this promise became a reality.  The first act of creation for a park was 

the legal decree printed, signed, and published by the first magistrate of the nation, the 

President.  Printed in the government’s official daily organ, Diario Oficial, these decrees 

                                                 
203 Santiago, Ecology of Oil; Aboites, El agua nacional. Oil, of course, has a greater position in the national 
imaginary because of the cultural significance of nationalization and the political fanfare that accompanied 
paying for its acquisition.  Forest nationalization, while less spectacular, infiltrated the daily lives of many 
and established federal authority that superceded private property.   
204 Gilberto Serrato, "Algunos antecedentes acerca de la campaña de protección forestal en México y breve 
relato De Las Actividades Desarolladas Por La Sociedad Forestal México, C.L." México Forestal 17, no. 7-
12 (1939): 62-66.  All the decrees in the 1935-1940 period refer to the 1926 Forest Law, most often to 
articles 22, 31, and 41. See Appendix A for an comparative look at what the decrees contained.  
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maintained a standard form.  They referred to the legal precedents for parks including 

Article 27, the 1926 Forestry Law, the Six Year Plan, and various departmental credos.  

The decrees provided a succinct description of the park area and also the reasons for its 

declaration.  While the decrees read similarly, they were not identical because they 

changed over time and adjusted to legal difficulties.  For example, early decrees in 1935 

and 1936 called for the expropriation of the land found within the park boundaries and 

announced that the Secretary of Public Finance would oversee the reimbursement for the 

properties enveloped into federal control.  The logistics of these transactions proved 

politically unwieldy and unfeasible (taking land away from people contradicted the 

policies of land reform) so by 1937 park decrees no longer called for the expropriation of 

land.  Instead, decrees required the property owners within the park territory to follow the 

regulations of the Forestry Department.205  

 

3. Amparos and Personal Claims 

In addition to federal actors creating various legal administrative rights, 

communities employed the law in a variety of ways, most commonly, to verify their 

claims of property ownership and to justify requests for additional land.  They also used 

titles, records, and letters to demonstrate their legal rights. These were all forms of legal 

recourse communities used to gain or justify access to a natural resource. Another 

common form of community action was to file a motion to prevent resource loss. Towns 

                                                 
205 For examples see the decree in the Diario Oficial decree for Nevado de Colima, September 5, 1936 
which calls for expropriation and Lagunas de Chacahua, July 7, 1937 for the adjustment where property 
remains in possession of the owners.  
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affected by the decisions of the Agrarian and Forestry Departments had three strategies to 

see to it that their own objectives were met:  Communities could ignore regulations 

imposed on them and continue to use resources as they pleased; communities could 

protest a certain declaration, most often through letters to the president; if neither of these 

proved effective, they could file an amparo.  Around Malinche, residents did all three.   

Communities that ignored regulations produced little documentation themselves 

but exasperated forestry officials remarked on the negligence and effacement of local 

residents that hampered their ability to enforce the law.  Pedro Rochin Segovia, a 

Forestry Department employee, issued an advisory to a local resident, Jesús Contreras, 

imploring that he refrain from logging within the park.  Rochin informed Contreras’ that 

he must refrain from cutting branches on both park and private property in the Malinche 

area because Contreras did not have the authority to extract wood there.206  Rochin, and 

various other employees, continually remarked on the illegal logging, the boundary mark 

removal, and other incursions into the forest by local residents who ignored or willfully 

disregarded the federal laws.  

Some residents articulated their reasons for violating laws and these protests 

against often contained well-developed and logical arguments.  Adalberto Cortés and the 

residents of eighteen pueblos on the western slope of Malinche, complained that the 

Forestry Law caused them to start destroying the forest.  In their rationale, before the 

laws there existed no permitting or transit fees so they could harvest one load of firewood 

and make enough to sustain their families.  After the enactment of the law, economic 

                                                 
206 Pedro Rochin Segovia to Jesús Contreras, August 27, 1938, AGN: SARH 1462, 21/3671 tomo 1. 
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necessity required them to harvest two loads to pay for permits and taxes with no increase 

in the amount of sustenance they could provide for their families.207  In effect, the forest 

law caused an increase in the cutting of trees and threatened deforestation and 

destruction.  Imposing a new legal structure and federal regulation increased harvesting 

rather than simply monitoring activities.  Cortés and the community members further 

objected to the law because the government did not provide training or assistance in 

forestry practices or help them with more effective marketing techniques as promised.  

Cortés explained that the law increased the burden on the residents and on the forest, 

amplifying the pressures on both.  The residents emphasized their obedience to whatever 

the government imposed upon them and their willingness to learn new techniques of 

extracting forest products, but they requested that the national park decree be rescinded, 

as they viewed it as an attempt to take away their property.208  These campesinos did not 

object to the park outright but instead to how increased federal presence violated their 

definition of economic justice.  Their objection, then, was to the imposition of a federal 

commons on top of and superceding their local commons.  
                                                 
207 While campesino appeals, in the 1920s and 1930s, emphasized to the government the need to provide 
subsistence for their families, this is not the only reason they wanted access to forest products.  It is 
important to remember that communities did not only want the woods because of traditional to subsistence 
living, but campesinos wanted to use the forest to get access to broader consumer markets of goods and 
services.  For the later twentieth century see Margarita Estrada Iguiniz, “Cambio social y costumbres 
laborales: Contradicciones entre uso y protección del bosque en Huitzilac, Morelos” Estudios 
Mexicanos/Mexican Studies 18:2(Summer 2002), 323-350.  Because forestry is a much different industry 
than agriculture (campesinos rarely can consume the fruits of forest labor, but instead sell the products and 
then enter into the agricultural market) it is hard to say whether villagers merely were arguing for 
subsistence or were trying to retain access to a much smaller but still important set of market goods and 
services available by selling forest products in larger cities such as Puebla or Tlaxcala.   
208 Cortés is one of the forty-five signatories from these pueblos and I am using him as a representative for 
literary clarity.  See, Residents of Coajomulco, Teacalco, Guadalupe Tlachco, San Miguel Contla, 
Coahuixmatla, Tlalcuapan, Tetlahohca, Xochitiotla, Tepatlaxco, Teolocholco, Axotla del Monte, San 
Cosme Masatecochco, San Marcos Contla, San Pablo del Monte, Santa Catarina Ayometla, Miguel 
Hidalgo, San Isidrio Buensuceso, and Tenancingo to Lázaro Cárdenas, September 2, 1938, AGN: SARH 
1462, legajo 21/3671. 
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If refusing and resisting did not work, residents sought to block the law by filing 

an amparo against the governmental departments that infringed upon their rights.  

Amparo (sometimes called juicio de amparo) literally means protection or shelter, and it 

constituted a legal form of shielding one party from the pending legal actions put into 

motion by another.  An amparo was filed at the state level and could be levied against any 

arm of the government to halt immediately the objectionable proceedings on the principle 

that the Federal Constitution trumped all other legislation. The amparo acted like a hold, 

and it had to be dealt with before the original action could continue.  Amparos were often 

filed against ejidal endowments by persons having their property rights rescinded.  The 

amparo stopped the land from changing hands, although in practice many ejidatarios 

occupied lands once the provisional grant was approved.209    Claimants generally listed 

multiple actors on the amparo to extend the litigation as long as possible.  

Many amparos were filed in the Malinche region, but the examples of José Mesa 

y Gutiérrez and Manuela Zárate demonstrate how this technique could be used both by 

hacendados trying to preserve their land and by ejidatarios trying to gain access to greater 

resources.  José Mesa y Gutiérrez filed a juicio de amparo against the President, the 

National Agrarian Commission, the State Governor, and the Local Agrarian Commission 

for violating various articles of the constitution in granting an ejido to Zitlatltepec.210  

Once the accusations were outlined, the amparo document described the deeds (hechos) 

that make the stoppage justified and the rights (derechos) that stand up against the 

                                                 
209 Carlos Gil, Life in Provincial Mexico: National and Regional History as Seen from Mascota, Jalisco, 
1867-1972, (Los Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center Publications, 1983).  
210 Amparo filed by José Mesa y Gutiérrez, January 26, 1924, AGA: San Juan Bautista Ixtenco, legajo 
23/5016 tomo 14. 
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opposed actions. The main action protested by Mesa y Guitérrez involved the ejidal grant 

and certain irregularities with its declaration which he used to argue for the grant’s 

unacceptability.  The document claimed that some families within the population 

recorded in the census (padrón) objected to the ejido and that the local agrarian 

commission neglected to investigate incongruities with the census’s total count, 

particularly with families who declined participation in the ejido, but were counted 

regardless.  Mesa y Guitérrez’s objection claimed that the resources and transportation 

routes of the area, such as the location of Zitlaltepec along the railroad and the abundant 

and regular precipitation they received, made the local situation less dire than how 

ejidatarios portrayed it. Despite these objections, the ejidal decree proceeded.   

Mesa y Gutiérrez based his complaints on the violation of his constitutional 

rights.  This included article three of the January 6, 1915 law which became part of the 

constitution in Article 27.  This article said ejidos should be given to pueblos only when 

they had a need and only in the quantity indispensable to meet their needs. The agrarian 

law determined that a head of family needed between four and six hectares of good land.  

Mesa y Gutiérrez argued that since the pueblo lay close to the railroad, four was the 

appropriate size making there no need to expand the ejido onto his lands or to distribute 

more land to the ejidatarios who had falsified the census.  Like most amparos, Mesa y 

Gutiérrez articulated his case based on the wrongdoings of others, the limits to their 

other’s claims, and the reassertion of his constitutional rights to property.    

While the hacendado filed an amparo to avoid ejidal extension, other smaller 

property owners filed to prevent federal jurisdiction of the national park.  Manuela 
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Zárate, a property owning widow, filed because she thought that her property on 

Malinche would be expropriated with the national park decree.  Zárate asked for the 

suspension of the actions of the Forestry Department, arguing that because of her status 

as a woman, she could have no hope for more than the small amount of land already 

deeded to her upon her husband’s death.  She used the land for her subsistence needs, and 

in her view, those needs made her small piece of property untouchable because her claim 

had been verified on September 22, 1932 by the Supreme Court of Justice of the 

Nation.211  Zárate’s letter reveals her detailed knowledge of the legal system and her 

channel of access to it.   When she heard about the decree, presumably from neighbors, 

her immediate reaction was to engage the court system.  The legal advisor for the 

Forestry Department responded that no grounds for an injunction existed because the 

department had no intention to expropriate the lands.212   

 The use of this legal structure, as opposed to violence to adjudicate conflicts, 

represents willingness on behalf of campesinos and hacendados to find legal means to 

solve problems.  It demonstrates faith in the newly-forged revolutionary federal 

government and respect for the law.  While not all parties lived by a court’s decisions, 

their willingness to employ the law as a means of conflict resolution exemplifies the steps 

communities would take to get the benefits and resources promised by their constitution.  

It also shows residents’ willingness to show intense resistance against political powers.  

The conservation of resources sometimes appeared a personal or private decision, 

but in the 1930s conservation increasingly took the form of a legal resolution.  

                                                 
211 Manuela Zárate to District Judge, March 1, 1939, AGN: SARH 1462, exp. 21/3671. 
212 Rodolfo Sada Paz to District Judge, November 30, 1938, AGN: SARH 1462, exp. 21/3671. 
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Conflicting opinions revealed different interpretations about what would be appropriate 

use for the land and also who had the legitimate authority to make such decisions.  

Worldwide, conservation by national governments has been explained as a top down 

process that evicts or excludes local opinions.  Echoes of this can be found in the 

Malinche Park case.  Federal forestry engineers believed that their scientific knowledge, 

their new laws and regulations, and the construction of a park system would improve that 

land and the lives of the local residents.  Such hubris neglected the firm and well-

developed opinions of the local residents who also thought they knew best what would 

enhance their lives.  Clearly, many locals had opinions about conservation and were 

certain they knew how to care for the forests properly.  They did not reject the idea that 

forests were important or that a degree of restraint should be shown on finite resources, 

but they did hesitate to afford the federal government authority to administer their land.  

In most cases, neither campesinos nor hacendados were the vicious tree-haters or 

ignorant destroyers of resources that bureaucrats assumed them to be.  They had 

passionate opinions that were not earned in France or from formal training, but instead 

through the legacies and instructions of their relatives.   

On the other hand, campesinos did not sit idly as federal government re-

appropriated these resources.  After receiving rights through the Agrarian Department, 

several campesinos used another governmental entity, the judicial system, to assert their 

rights.  Adalberto Cortés, José Mesa y Gutiérrez, Manuela Zárate, and others filed 

amparos against the Forestry Department to advance their own agendas.  Aversion, 

protest, and injunction provided forms of coercing the federal government into giving in 
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to local demands.  Local demands and federal laws existed on a spectrum but 

importantly, the legal system could be employed in both top down and bottom up 

directions to negotiate resource policy.  Laws created by politicians or bureaucrats did not 

manifest stagnant and inflexible policies; resident peoples took these mandates and 

reconfigured them to better meet their plurality of resource needs.   

 

Resource Competition, Conflict, and Use: Authority and Identifying Resources 

The struggle to impose federal regulations reveals many points of contention in 

the Malinche area.  Engineers federalizing water sources left some communities hostile to 

further federal encroachment into the forests.  Officials who studied resources gathered 

examples of their own superiority by misrepresenting the depth of local antagonisms.  

Communities reacted differently to federal authorities, sometimes physically restricting 

external interference.  At the heart of management dilemmas in the area remained the 

question of who got to determine how to use the area’s natural resources.  Answering the 

question led to posturing by pragmatic bureaucrats trying to inscribe their authority and 

resilient resistance by local communities which hampered the outright exclusion of local 

resource control.  The result formed a federalized park commons that sanctioned a 

plurality of interests within it. 

Enacting and Resisting Federal Authority 

A heritage of federal dispossession existed in this area before anyone imagined a 

national park.  For nearly two decades before the park decree, federal agents extended 

their stewardship ideals to in this area.  The success of such an undertaking came in fits 
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and starts.  Since part of Article 27 of the federal constitution called for the 

nationalization of many natural resources, much work was completed in the 1920s 

surveying, investigating, and nationalizing water sources.213  As with forestry 

regulations, water nationalization created a federal agency that coerced local popu

into accepting federal regulations. The communities on the slopes of Malinche hear

resisted federal control of these resources because they believed the residents alone knew 

best how to use them.  

lations 

tily 

                                                

Lower in altitude and less glaciated than the country’s other volcanoes, Malinche 

did not provide major amounts of run off or streams for those residing in the volcano’s 

skirts.  A set of springs on the western slope received their water from near the 

mountaintop and competition for this water for domestic use deepened rifts among local 

communities.  In the fall of 1931, a Water Department engineer Alfonso de la O, 

investigated these springs for nationalization.  He evaluated springs used by residents of 

Huamantla and Ixtenco.  Each water source flowed into the La Conche canyon where in 

the rainy season they mixed with flood waters in the Xonecuila canyon that had already 

been declared national property.214  October proved an excellent time to study this 

 
213Known water sources were examined by the Water Department, then they were judged against criteria in 
Article 27 and if deemed to qualify for federal control, a decree was drafted and printed in the Diario 
Oficial.   After the decree, use of the water source required a legal permit issued by the water department.  
For example, interested parties could apply to use water for energy, such as the force for a mill for grinding 
wheat or for paper producing factories. The permission relied on proof of the ownership of the territory 
next to the water and an examination of water uses up and down stream.  A tax was then imposed on the 
use, and when granted, permission existed for an indefinite amount of time. At the time, this was through 
the Water Department (Departamento de aguas), a division of the Department of geography, Meteorology, 
and Hydrology (Departamento de geografía, meteorología e hidrológica). This overview comes from my 
reading of AHA sources like Felipe N. de Parres, to María Luisa and María Ahedo, October 10, 1936, 
AHA: AS, 1867, exp. 28050.  See also Aboites El agua de la nación, and Michael C. Meyer, Water in the 
Hispanic Southwest: A Social and Legal History, 1550-1850, (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1984).  
214 Ricardo Ortiz R. to Director Tierras, Aguas, Col., October 30, 1931, AHA: AS, 1732, exp. 25575. 
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process, as the rainy season ended and the effects of the rains became readily visible. De 

la O. undertook this investigation to determine if the springs, and not just the water, 

flowed in the canyon into which they drained, should become national property and 

thereby subjected to permits, regulation, and administration.  He determined the springs 

should be nationalized and they were shortly thereafter.   

While the communities of Ixtenco and Huamantla allowed the inspector to 

complete his work, de la O. did not have luck with the third community using these 

springs.  The residents of Zitalaltepec, led by a ferocious municipal president, ran the 

engineer out of town with insults and prevented him from getting anywhere near their 

water source.215  They did not reserve such treatment only for this particular engineer.  

The community had driven out a river inspector a year earlier and a forest engineer had a 

similar experience.  This animosity for federal employees and local defense of access to 

resources continued as a theme throughout the declaration of a park in the area, but the 

people of Zitlaltepec did not only compete with the federal government. Zitlaltepec and 

Ixtenco had a longstanding dispute over access to the forests and the water.   

De la O.’s report on the area revealed his contempt for local resistance.  He 

recommended that the state government be notified of the municipal president’s behavior 

and suggested his removal from office.  De la O. also claimed that the misuse of the 

forests by over-harvesting trees and leña damaged the little water the community could 

get from the spring and would soon leave them destitute and force them into lives of 

                                                 
215 Ibid. 
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crime.216 The engineer believed that for the sake of the environment—trees and water—

all superiors should be notified.  Curiously, his concern did not stop with the natural 

world.  He expresses concern for the fate of Zitlaltepec, doomed under poor leadership 

and hapless to protect their resources, he expected the government, at the federal and 

state level, to intervene and save this small community.  In theory, the revolution upheld 

local resource autonomy but this scientist believed that renegade local officials posed a 

threat to the greater country.  In practice, revolutionaries advocated local resource control 

only when local control funneled through a federal agency.  De la O.’s job involved 

bureaucratic research but he viewed the connection of human and natural resources as the 

greater responsibility of the government that employed him.  The fate of the nation relied 

on the diligent, rational allocation and management of both resources, a project that could 

not be left to fickle local authorities.  

People used their cultural and political systems to determine who had the rights to 

certain resources, and these rights never remained stagnant.  The resistance and refusal of 

Zitlaltepec to allow in federal water inspectors derived from a longer cycle of hostility 

from outside authorities.  The Agrarian Department denied their first land reform request 

in 1916 and their second request resulted in retaliation from the hacienda administrator 

who destroyed the villagers’ few possessions by setting their homes on fire.  Next, the 

federal government took away their water, by nationalizing it and thus subjecting it to 

taxes, regulation, and outside inspection.  A positive change occurred for the community 

when Zitlatepec’s ejido request was granted on May 1, 1937, consisting of 1661 

                                                 
216 Ibid. 
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hectares.217  Less than two years later, however, some of their land was once again 

encroached upon by the federal government in the national park decree. It is no surprise 

that Zitlaltepec resented the federal government.  Resistance to the park then drew upon a 

series of unfortunate events that compiled hostility against all outside encroachment.  

On the bureaucratic end, dealing with Zitlaltepec proved nothing short of a 

headache for engineers.  In March of 1938 when the agrarian expert, Fernando Núñez 

went to the community to undertake an inspection and clear up issues of entitlement to 

specific parcels, the campesinos who requested him could not be found.  After much 

effort he succeeded in arranging a village meeting.  He hoped to get clarification on the 

parcels that did not conform to the agrarian code but it turned out that rather than the 

hundred parcels he had been told about when he made the arrangements for the 

inspection, less than a third were wrongly delineated plots.218  Núñez accused the entire 

village of deception because of all the complaints he received, only two justified action—

that of an inheritance resulting in plot confusion and that of a blind woman whose parcels 

were completely invaded.  He attributed the whole episode to the political ambitions of 

José María Peralta, who amplified discord to finagle his way into the role of Comisariado 

Ejidal. Furthermore, the ejidatarios had the custom of moving the engineer’s boundary 

markers creating parcel conflicts and eternal bickering. Núñez lamented that as long as 

ejidatarios disrespected the determined boundaries, all of the work of the Agrarian 

Department would be lost.   

                                                 
217 Guadalupe León to President Cárdenas, May 3, 1937, AGN: LCR 261, exp. 404.1/3982. 
218 Fernando Nuñez, Report on population of Zitlaltepec, March 27, 1938, AGA: San Pablo Zitlaltepec 
23/5016, vol. 6. A total of ten complaints were corrected by the survey, out of 494 ejidatarios, figures that 
seemed regular or below average by his estimation. 
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Exasperated, Núñez made a series of sociological assumptions about the 

community that reflected the frustrations of the Agrarian Department in dealing with 

pueblos full of communal and individual interests. First, he implied that the ejidatarios 

who removed stakes had no respect for order and needed to be schooled in the proper 

land management techniques.  This was ironic since the idea behind ejidos was that they 

were communally-shared land.    Markers established for federal jurisdiction, whether 

ejidos or parks, rarely took into account ecological variations such as ravines, hills, or 

soil.  Residents may have changed the stakes to better meet growing patterns, water flow, 

vegetation regimes or other characteristics.  Second, Núñez viewed most of the 

complaints as at best petty and at worst disingenuous.  He distrusted local administrators 

that he saw as manipulative individuals out for their own interests.  This contrasted with 

his own supposedly benevolent interests for securing the common good. He assumed 

boundaries and plots delineated according to the agrarian code provided the 

unquestionably best solution for the community.  

These assumptions provided local communities greater reason to resist federal 

authority.  De la O and Núñez, as agents of the federal government, enacted policies and 

tried to make sense out of local resource use and political machinations of local residents.  

Zitlaltepec residents then employed formal and informal means of resistance against the 

federal government agents and continually competed with their neighbors for rightful 

resource control.  

 

Competing Local Resource Uses 
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The rapid succession of decisions about the rights to resources led to more 

decisions about how to manage or use those resources.  While property rights constantly 

evolved and could not be taken for granted, the legacy of community forestry in the area 

long preceded the interference of the federal government and the introduction of formally 

trained forest engineers.219  Most ejidatarios in Zitlaltepec were not primarily interested 

in the forested slopes of the region but the forestry and park administrators were.  These 

ejidatarios wanted the cultivable lands instead, and willingly cleared forests to get access 

to land specifically for agriculture. Ixtenco residents, on the other hand, had a tradition of 

forest management, and satisfactorily received forest lands in their restitution.220 

Zitlaltepec residents had a secondary interest in the forest economy of harvesting 

firewood (leña), manufacturing charcoal (carbón), or collecting sap (resina), from the 

trees.  In the minds of the forestry engineers even these extractive activities proved only 

slightly more tolerable than the clearing of the forests.   

 Just how much these smaller industries destroyed the forest depended on the 

perspective and scale.  The forestry department inspector, Antonio Sosa, claimed that the 

Malinche area represented the most scarred and brutalized forest in the entire country.  

He could scarcely find a tree without hatchet marks on during his inspection in 1939.  He 

attributed the abuse to the lack of appropriate methods for harvesting the products and the 

greed of the residents who harvested beyond sustainable levels.  Local residents, like 

Adalberto Cortés, believed that the high levels of exploitation actually resulted from the 

                                                 
219 On the attempts to regulate property rights in a different context see Steinberg, Slide Mountain. 
220 Mario Sucede Pozo, Memorandum, grant to San Pablo Zitlaltepec. July 18, 1923, AGA: San Pablo 
Zitlaltepec 25/5016, leg. 14. 
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Forestry Department’s actions.   An anonymous editorialist in a Mexico City newspaper 

protested the declaration of the national park because of its effects on the surrounding 

communities.  The author, who used a pseudonym “One of many,” claimed that private 

individuals provided more effective stewardship than the government agents and that 

these individuals had not received any financial assistance for the development of their 

industries from the federal government. On the contrary, they faced fines for trying to 

make a living in the manner their families had for centuries.221 

Wrangling over resources not only occurred between the government and 

communities, some communities used the government to adjudicate conflicts regarding 

property rights among themselves, or with nearby communities.  For example, in 

November of 1922, the federal government returned lands to Ixtenco from the haciendas 

of San Juan Bautista, Soltepec, and Santa Ana Ríos (all sub-sectors of the Hacienda San 

Juan Bautista de Mier) and part of the lands of the pueblos of Zitlaltepec and Huamantla 

as well. When the residents of Ixtenco placed the boundary markers (mojoneros) on their 

regained territory, they were attacked and one person was killed.  Upon learning about 

the attack, the President Álvaro Obregón wrote to the general in charge of the zone and 

asked him to give the ejidatarios every type of guarantee that they could enjoy their ejido 

and to arrest the guilty parties and collect their arms and ammunition. To carry out this 

order, the attorney of Puebla provided a list of people in Zitlaltepec, the known enemy of 

Ixtenco, including those who possessed carbines, Mausers, and 50-30s.  The military 

chief disarmed the employees of the Hacienda Mier to avoid any further difficulties with 

                                                 
221 Uno de Tantos, "Extrarrápidas: clamor de La Malintzi." La Prensa, September 26, 1938, 11. 
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either Ixtenco or Zitlaltepec.222  Local conflicts in this case became national issues that 

involved various federal departments (agrarian, military, judicial) and even the first 

magistrate.  

 No innate predisposition existed for rural communities towards violence and 

conflict, but disputes certainly played a major role at Malinche.223 In fact, the political 

infighting shaped both the use of the natural resources in the area and the formation of 

demands by local interests.  Residents of this region certainly had a deep knowledge of 

the legal system and how to use it to claim their resources.  Residents in the shadows of 

this volcano made strident efforts to use the law, but their actions demonstrated that they 

also did not hesitate to solve their problems with violence when necessary.  

Federal regulators anticipated this resistance and recognized that legality implied 

enforcement.  The employees of the Forestry Department hardly constituted a large or 

effective enough team to guard the country’s forests in addition to their other tasks.  

Instead, Quevedo relied on his respect for the military to create an illusion of 

enforcement along with a symbolic partnership between the forests and the army.  

Quevedo expressed his respect for discipline and obedience in his many Arbor Day 

speeches that incorporated the army into planting trees as well as the semi-authoritarian 

structure he designed for the forestry school.   Beyond this, Quevedo designed a program 

that coordinated with regional military stations to have the army patrol parks.  If fact, he 

succeeded in having one division and four individuals from the twenty-second battalion 

                                                 
222 Procurador del Puebla to General Fausto Topete, July 14, 1923, AGA: San Juan Bautista Ixtenco, 
23/5016, vol. 14.  
223 See Craib, Cartographic Mexico, for a discussion of how federal policies created the conflict they often 
attributed as a innate characteristic of indigenous and rural peoples. 
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dispatched to Malinche in August of 1938, just before publishing the park decree.224  

Quevedo certainly saw the military as an ally in his defense of the forests although their 

actual role was quite small.   

Undeniably, violence reigned in this area long before the national park became an 

issue.225  For example, at the time of their second application for an ejido, most of the 

residents of Zitlaltepec worked for a local hacienda, San Diego Pinar, but in accord with 

the promises of the revolution, they wanted their own land.  The hectares they demanded 

formed part of a section of San Diego Pinar known as Hacienda del Rincón.  Zitlaltepec 

consisted of 263 individuals, of which 109 were eligible to receive land.  When they filed 

their second petition, it was published in the state’s official periodical.  Shortly thereafter 

someone burned seventy-two houses belonging to the campesinos.  When the engineer 

from the Agrarian Department inspected the area in 1929 he found the houses charred 

and in complete disrepair with only a few fruit trees undamaged.  The campesinos 

accused an administrator of San Diego Pinar, Ruperto Sánchez Taboada, of these acts and 

also complained that after he set their houses on fire he also stole the bell and ornaments 

from the chapel.226  These acts of desecration on homes and the church garnered the 

sympathy of the investigating engineer; nevertheless the community did not succeed in 

getting their ejido for another ten years.  The violence likely discouraged both the 

prospective ejidatarios and the agrarian officials. 

                                                 
224 Luis Bobadilla, to Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, August 19, 1938, AGN: SARH 1462, 21/3671 tomo 1. 
225 Henderson, The Worm in the Wheat. 
226 Cuitláhuac Esparza to Franscisco García Robledo, May 20, 1929, AGA: 23/5016, vol. 6. 
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Competition and conflict over the use of natural resources occurred repeatedly in 

the Malinche area.  Because of the population’s high density and the limited resources, 

determining who did and did not have the rights to use or own land, forests, and water 

sparked numerous violent and non-violent confrontations.  Interests on all sides, from 

federal engineers to hacendados to ejidatarios, made accusations about each other, mostly 

in attempts to secure resources for themselves. Because of this complex and multi-

layered property dispute, it is inaccurate to conclude simply that ejidatarios were against 

conservation measures or national parks.  In this case, they objected to losing control of 

their resources, even if they were highly compromised and damaged.  All parties looked 

to the law but also used other methods as well.  One reason for conflict over the resources 

was the history of land use in the area that had caused environmental disruption and 

irregularity.  

 

Environmental Disruption and Reactions to Ecological Changes  

 Forestry officials held no illusion of creating a pristine and untouched national 

park out of this volcano, given the economic activities of the residents.  The environment 

played an active role in the conflicts both among locals and in shaping the agenda of the 

federal government.  Rather than a passive backdrop for the politics, the forest 

ecosystems reacted and added to the strife at Malinche.  The most obvious example of 

this natural activity was a mistletoe (muérdago) plague.   
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Mistletoe is a parasite that flares up in weak, abused, and struggling 

woodlands.227  Federal foresters knew little about the parasite, but in 1937 they engage

in a national research tour to find out the amount and ferocity of its damage and to search 

for possible alternative uses for mistletoe.

d 

rt 

 

                                                

228 Jesús Solórzano Pliego, the national expe

on forest diseases, went to Michoácan where the first concerns were expressed over the 

damaged tree cover.  There, Solórzano found pines, mesquites, ashes, junipers, and other

trees all plagued by the parasite, and only the non-native eucalyptus resistant to it. The 

trees were wounded, injured, attacked, and victims in his expert opinion.  The parasite 

prevented fruit trees from bearing fruit.  Birds mainly propagated it by dropping seeds 

that then “bit (muerde)” branches and adhered to the tree sucking the life out of it.  

Although used for adornment in some places, Solórzano concluded that the mistletoe 

should be combated like a plague and completely exterminated. There were different 

types of mistletoe, and the most vicious was called andapu by the Tarascan Indians.  

Solórzano lamented at the ignorance of the residents around Lake Patzcuáro that only 

admired the flowering and fruit of the mistletoe, mistakenly believing it was a natural 

growth, and overlooking the grave damage it did to trees.  Solórzano noted the 

undernourished livestock raised by these same campesinos, who out of pure laziness, 

neglected to cut the mistletoe and give it as forage to their animals. To encourage the 

 
227 Malcolm Calder and Meter Bernhardt, eds. The Biology of Mistletoes, (Sydney, Australia: Academic 
Press, 1983), Arndt Büssing, ed., Mistletoe: The Genus Viscum, (Australia: Harwood Academic Publishers, 
2000), Instituto Nacional para la Educación de Adultos, Ecología del Estado de Tlaxcala: Región 
Malinche, (México: Secretaria de la Educacion Publica, 1995).   
228 Jesús Solóranzo Pleigo, “El muérdago y otras plagas de las arboledas,” Protección a la Naturaleza II:12 
(August 1938), 8-15. 
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practice, the forester showed them how to feed mistletoe to their animals.229  While 

Solorzano did not mention the exact species, some varieties of mistletoe are poisonous

and it is likely that campesinos knew t

 

he ill effects of using the plant for forage.   

 Figure 15: Campesino with livestock foraging on mistletoe.  
Author has drawn in arrows to point to parasites in the tree.  Patzcuáro, 1937. Solórzano Pliego, 12. 
 

Solórzano described how the plague affected the nurseries and orchards run by the 

Forestry Department, only the officials knew enough to cut out the parasites early on.  

Similarly, at the Morelia school for exiled Spanish children, the teachers noticed the 

invasion into the trees. These cultured and educated citizens had judgment enough to 

begin removing the parasite to save their trees.  Clearly, in Solórzano’s estimation, it was 

not those who worked and lived from the land who knew it best, rather it was cultured, 

urbane, and educated folks that diligently assisted in combating this plague.   

 Solórzano used his experience in Michoácan to make generalizations about 

mistletoe and campesinos in the rest of the country and to proscribe solutions.  For him, 
                                                 
229 Ibid, 12. 
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the failure to cut the mistletoe off of living trees and feed it to livestock revealed the need 

for rural education.  He called on teachers, campesinos, civil and military authorities, 

Forestry Department employees, railroad workers, and others to take the information in 

his article and work together to improve the condition of forests in Mexico by stamping 

out the mistletoe plague and enhancing the girth of livestock.   Uniting in the face of this 

natural challenge became a strategy to promote the goals of the Forestry Department.  

Furthermore, Solórzano used this example to elaborate his personal misgivings about 

ignorance of forestry issues in the countryside, mainly with indigenous peoples and 

campesinos.  He believed that not only was mistletoe a plague, but the ignorance of rural 

folk posed an even greater threat to national natural resources.  In this respect, 

Solórzano’s ideas were not unique.  

The language that forestry engineers, particularly the main functionary of the 

Malinche project Antonio H. Sosa, used to describe the non-human risk factors to the 

forest paralleled the language used to discuss and describe campesinos and ejidatarios. 

Sosa commented that the mistletoe epidemic on the mountain was the worst in the 

republic but he believed that the greatest threat to the area was the plague of campesinos 

and ejidatarios from Zitlaltepec and Francisco Javier Mina who believed that they could 

make an easy living out of gathering tree sap and firewood to sell as combustibles.230  

Illegal and not extremely lucrative, this practice quickly expended the resources allocated 

to the ejido and they moved into the surrounding forests to continue extraction.    

                                                 
230 Antonio H. Sosa, report on inspection of forests at San Diego Pinar near Malinche, June 20, 1939: AGN, 
SARH 1462 21/3671 and Antonio H. Sosa, proposals for solutions to problems in La Malinche, November 
15, 1940: AGN, SARH 1462 21/3671. 



 163

In some ways Sosa’s complaints described changes he witnessed to the 

environment. The soil quality of the upper extensions of the volcano’s skirt made 

agriculture difficult, if not impossible, leaving the ejidatarios with forest products as their 

main source of income.  Economic activities such as slicing trunks for resin, or snapping 

branches for firewood weakened the integrity of individual trees and the overall forest.  

These weakened trees were then more susceptible to the introduction of parasites, such as 

mistletoe.  In turn, the mistletoe further weakened the trees, increasing the scarcity of the 

resource capacity for their forest.  The ecological web of effects included human actions 

and reactions. Sosa described exploitation as barbarous, referring both to the process and 

those who do it. Invasions into the forest and the invaders proved enemies of both the 

forest and national interest.  An abused forest became impoverished, as did the people 

who lived there, who were too boorish to stop their actions despite the pleading of the 

forestry officials.231 

On a broader level, Sosa’s critiques ignored the larger economic perspective and 

the pleading of campesinos that forestry regulation had increased production to keep up 

with the fees incurred.  He neglected to mention the markets the campesinos served and 

did not criticize the buyers of such forest products, only the producers.  Furthermore, 

Sosa privileged his own technical knowledge of forestry methods, ignoring the 

techniques and complex local knowledge.  Rather than a question of population pressure 

and economic demand, Sosa decided, in keeping with the beliefs of most Forestry 

                                                 
231 Antonio H. Sosa, "Parque Nacional Cumbres Del Ajusco." México Forestal XVI: 4,5,6 (1938), 31-35. 



 164

Department officials, that the greatest challenge to protecting the forests on Malinche was 

the ignorance and backwardness of rural folk.   

Private property owners felt pressures as they lost their land as part of the social 

reforms undertaken by the Agrarian Department and quickly accused campesinos of 

misguided and ignorant use.  Some private property owners appealed to the same federal 

government to intervene on their behalf in a different form.  For example, Miguel Rivera, 

who lost some of his property in the Hacienda San Diego Pinar to ejidos, requested an 

inspection by the Forestry Department in November of 1939.  The inspection by Sosa 

determined that dead or fallen wood could be harvested by Rivera and set out to mark the 

appropriate trees for his use.  In the course of the inspection, Sosa found fifty-five pine 

stumps, recently and covertly logged.  Rivera blamed such illegal activity on the 

ejidatarios, but no one knew who harvested and benefited from such cuttings.  Rivera’s 

complaints revealed one of the many dilemmas of a resource commons where each 

participant sought to maximize his gain regardless of the cost to the resource pool.232  

Whether Rivera or campesinos, someone profited by at the broader communities expense.  

Sosa’s inspection also found that nearly forty percent of the trees had been attacked by 

the mistletoe plague.   Rivera further claimed that because of the activities of the 

Agrarian Department and the National Park declaration, he had lost nearly all control 

                                                 
232 Garrett Hardin most famously articulated this dilemma in his essay, “The Tragedy of the Commons” 
Science 162 (1968):1243-1248.  Hardin concluded that the only solution to the inevitable spiral of 
individual maximization over collective good was “mutually coercion mutually agreed upon.”  Hardin has 
been critiqued repeatedly over the years, most strikingly with arguments about the management of common 
pool resources by indigenous systems.  See Beryl L. Crowe, “The Tragedy of the Commons Revisited” and 
Elinor Ostrom, “ Collective Action and the Tragedy of the Commons” in Garrett Hardin and John Baden, 
eds. Managing the Commons (San Francisco: W.H. Freeman and Company, 1977). Ben Orlove gives 
considerable attention to native fishing controls in Lines in the Water.  
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over his property in the past two years.  Equating the loss of private control and increase 

in campesinos residence with environmental degradation and chaos, Rivera used the 

Forestry Department as a willing intermediary in his attack on campesinos and 

ejidatarios.   

Such a spiral of ecological repercussions increased the tensions of the competing 

interests who then turned their frustration over the lack of resources into accusations, 

insults, and violence.  While environmental damage and resource exhaustion were real 

phenomena, critiquing changes also became a forum to act out competing interests 

among humans.  As Nancy Jacobs has demonstrated with the policies of donkey control 

in South Africa, sometimes the regulation of nature says more about the relationships 

among peoples than it does about disruptions in the nonhuman world.233  Various social 

groups astutely observed changes in their surroundings and reacted to the impacts of 

humans on the landscape.  Their interpretations of the usefulness and righteousness of 

these impacts varied greatly and relied on their personal, political, and scientific 

understandings of the specific environments.  Ecological disruptions limited the 

availability of resources but events like a mistletoe outbreak did not occur in isolation.   

Because humans inhabit the natural world, their conflicts have unintended effects onto 

ecological systems.  The competition for authority to make resource decisions involved 

federal officials and local residents but the ecological constraints added another 

dimension. 

 

                                                 
233 Nancy J. Jacobs, Environment, Power, and Injustice and "The Great Bophuthatswana Donkey Massacre: 
Discourse on the Ass and the Politics of Class and Grass," American Historical Review 106: 2 (2001). 
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Conclusions 

The story of Malinche national park involved a messy, complicated legal and 

property battle over resources.  That it was a park was not the most pressing legal issue, 

but the park highlights the role of the federal government and the resistance of the local 

people through various means.  The area’s designation as a park allowed the sustained 

examination of a particular place and the people involved in its management.  This park 

encompassed preexisting resource debates that further coalesced around the declaration 

of the park and surging federal decisions about the land, forest, and water resources it 

enveloped.  Local powerbrokers, federal scientists, recent ejidatarios, and others 

competed for the authority to determine the fate of their forest.  They garnered appeals to 

historical legitimacy, legal structures, and political clout to wrangle control over the 

region and the natural resources encapsulated in it.  Rather than derivative mimickers 

absorbing federal plans and policies, local residents suffused these debates with their own 

understandings of conservation and appropriate resource use.  Federal bureaucrats tried to 

ignore such understandings by buttressing their laws with haughty scientific references 

and sociological assumptions.  Malinche became a park through a declaration, but the 

residents relinquished their rights reluctantly, and only after years of competition and 

conflict.  While all these appeals echoed in the forest, in the end, the parties with the 

closest ties to the enforcement of the law succeeded in implanting their views.   

The main strategy used by citizens in this area for acquiring and maintaining 

access to natural resources involved employing the law.  Federal bureaucrats knew that 

legality provided a means of taking over resources.  More importantly, controlling 
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resources formed a source of permanence for a new government.  Federal policies such as 

the Constitution and the Six Year Plan supplied forestry officials legislation to enact their 

authority and create their own legitimacy.  Local residents had other means of proving 

their rights, most often through amparos and petitions to their President.  After a lengthy, 

violent revolution, these citizens wanted to allot their resources through a valid 

procedural means.    

In contrast to the case of Lagunas de  Zempoala, Malinche park was because it 

came into a community that had a history of opposing the federal government.  Ixtenco 

and Zitlaltepec had conflicts with each other and with prior federal decisions about their 

resources.  The objections to the national park did not single-handedly cause conflict in 

this region but the historical situation and logistics of land reform contributed to heated 

disagreements.  A national park on top of that merely added another dimension to federal 

interference.  Support for or ambivalence to park creation or resistance and objection to it 

fell in line with past relationships with the Water Department, Agrarian Department, and 

then the Forestry Department.  Ecological conditions also played an active role in this 

area.  The mistletoe plague became an issue used to justify critiques of forest control and 

production.  Rather than sit in the background, the environment of Malinche played an 

active role in the controversies over ownership and rights to resources.   

Such opposition to federal authority emanated from a deeply held definition of 

justice.  Local residents articulated their moral position through legal channels but they 

also physically altered boundaries or strategically ignored federal policies.  Local 

residents and federal officials used overlapping ideas of a resource commons to compete 
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for legitimacy and decision making authority.  This process left a mosaic of conciliatory 

land claims reflecting the diversity of resource demands.  Even the contentious name of 

the area can be seen through the lens of a struggle over control of a commons.  The 

shared legacy of Malinche as a historical figure involved multiple claims to her meaning 

and diverse employments of her significance.  Remarkably, federal officials did not try to 

impose a less controversial name on the park. Perhaps they retained the past designation 

to incorporate competing interpretations of her importance into a national story.  

Ultimately, the park declaration stuck.  The lands changed hands in some 

contexts, but remained in others.  In the 1960’s the park division of the Forestry 

Department decided to create cabins, playgrounds, and trails at Malinche, making it an 

affordable and comfortable park for urban workers to use for vacation.  Today, several 

huts have been built and then abandoned on the mountain, and a paved road reaches 

almost to tree line.  The trail proves steep and direct, with a nasty scree slope before the 

final rocky summit.  The top contains years’ worth of graffiti, crosses, and a few plaques.   

Teenagers, families, and foreigners attempt the climb up the well marked and strenuous 

path daily.  The peak is higher than any in the continental U.S. which makes it a typical 

summit for climbers and aspiring mountaineers training for larger peaks.  From the top, 

visitors can look out across the valley and see the patchwork of property spreading out 

below.  Beneath the surface, and unbeknownst to the thousands of yearly guests, this soil 

has witnessed years of wrangling over appropriate use, property rights, and federal 

management.  The surrounding valleys are crisscrossed by cactus fences and dirt roads 

and a spattering of humble houses where you can glimpse the contested and complicated 
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history that unfolded when the federal government made the area a living museum to 

nature.  
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CHAPTER 3: ECONOMIC DYNAMISM: FOREST INDUSTRIES AND NATIONAL 
LANDSCAPES IN POPOCATÉPETL – IZTACCÍHUATL NATIONAL PARK  

 
 

In a country with more than 3,000 volcanoes, no wonder these fiery mountains 

figure as emblems in national imaginings.234  The peaks, ridges, and crags of the central 

region form the political and economic axis of the nation, and they weave its defining 

spatial tapestry.   A chain of great volcanoes structures a mountainous spine that curves 

down the nation’s core leaving on its ribs the forests and glaciers that feed rivers and 

lakes to make the valley fertile.235  As the volcanoes rise out of shallow, broad lakebeds, 

the flora changes accordingly, creating nine distinct ecological areas around the Valley of 

Mexico, ranging from wetlands to high altitude forests.236  Shaped like perfect cones, 

treasure chests, half-moons, and even supine women, the profiles of the Pico de Orizaba, 

Cofre de Perote, La Malinche, Nevado de Toluca, El Ajusco, and other snow kissed 

peaks are easily distinguishable from one another.  Travelers have prolifically 

commented on the jagged and distinctive topography, both constructing and revealing the 

features of a recognizable landscape as they do so.  Of all of the volcanoes, two rise out 

of the heart of the country and capture the tensions surrounding the use and preservation 

of natural resources.   

                                                 
234 José N. Iturriaga, El Popocatépetl, ayer y hoy: "Don Gregorio" en las crónicas de extranjeros, desde el 
siglo XVI hasta la actualidad, (México: Editorial Diana, 1997), 6. Fourteen are considered active. 
Popocatépel is almost universally referred to by that spelling.  Iztaccíhuatl is sometimes spelled with an x, 
as in Ixtaccíhuatl and Ixtlazíhuatl.  I have standardized the spellings here as Iztaccíhuatl or Izta.  
235 For a compelling description of the topography as viewed from the summit of the highest mountain, 
Citlaltépetl, see Bernardo García Martínez’s “Regiones y paisajes de la geografía mexicana,” in Historia 
general de México (México: El Colegio de México, Centro de Estudios Históricos, 2000), 29-37. 
236 Ezequiel Ezcurra, Marisa Mazari-Hiriart, Irene Pisanty, and Adrián Guillermo Aguilar. The Basin of 
Mexico: Critical Environmental Issues and Sustainability, (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 1999), 
12. 
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Popocatépetl (Smoking Mountain), and Iztaccíhuatl (Sleeping Woman), dominate 

the nation’s landscape, and its mythology.   One popular folkloric tale explains the two 

volcanoes in a story similar to the Shakespearean tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, with the 

volcanoes cast as the main characters.  According to this legend, Aztec warrior Popo 

valiantly defended Tenochtitlán from enemies while Izta was the princess daughter of a 

rival leader.  With one glance, the two fell passionately in love, only to have that love 

denied by the battle between their families.  Popo sought to win the war with the hope 

that his triumph would allow him to claim his love.  Izta watched the battle and saw her 

beloved fall.  Believing he had died and unable to live without him, she took her own life.  

Popo recovered only to find Izta dead.  Heartbroken, he picked her up and carried her to 

the highest point of the mountains and laid her body across the horizon.  He stood guard 

to protect her until the gods immortalized them both in the shape of volcanoes.237   

                                                 
237 Another version of this story describes Popo as a strong warrior who loved beauty.  One afternoon he 
passed through a forest of ahuehuetes thinking how the sun gave life to everything ideal.  He saw 
something disturbing the tranquility that turned out to be priests dressed elaborately with headdresses of 
various colors.  They were offering flowers to a beautiful woman who arrived across a long distance.  Her 
name was Iztaccíhuatl, the pure woman or the white woman, she appeared whiter than snow with black hair 
cascading down her back.  When she walked she looked like a vision and instantly Popo, the valiant 
warrior was lost in love with her but he know that it was an impossible love because she was the symbol of 
purity and all who put their eyes on her were punished terribly.  Because he knew this, Popo retuned to his 
island farm (chinampa), cried, and dreamed of her.  Many tortuous days later a band of owls appeared who 
were bad omens that predicted death.  Hutzilopochtli, the god of war and extermination, sent the owls to 
castigate the pain of the passionate warrior.  To see them, Popo felt dismayed.  He then saw a boat in the 
middle of the lake where a priest was wrapping a beautiful sleeping woman with flowers.  Popo fixed his 
eyes on his beloved Iztaccíhuatl who had drowned.  He was broken hearted and swam to the boat to reach 
his love.  Tlaloc, the god of water, understood his pain and cut the distance so the warrior could reach the 
mountain where the priest deposited her body.  There Popo kissed her hoping to bring life back into her.  
The god of fire, Mictlantecuhtli, saw the profanity committed by Popo and shot an arrow that killed him 
instantly.  The body of the warrior fell at the feet of his love.  Angry, the god covered the bodies of both 
with snow and the white virgin converted into a mountain difficult for humans to access and the heart of 
Popo is conserved inside the volcano and never turns off the fire of eternal love.  For both versions and a 
few others, see Beatriz Donnet, Leyendas del Popo y algo más. (Mexico: Lectorum, 1999).  See also Rafael 
Pérez-Torres, Movements in Chicano Poetry: Against Myths, Against Margins (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 191.  
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The origins of these legends remain unclear but they serve to civilize powerful 

and mysterious nature by endowing the volcanoes with human characteristics.  Although 

the stories provide an indigenous context, the legends seem to have appeared only after 

the Spanish conquest. Since then, the volcanoes stood as constant subjects of landscape 

painters who often incorporated them into depictions of the capital city, marking the 

exact geographic location through the presence of the volcanoes.  Artists continued to 

paint the volcanoes through the colonial, republican, and revolutionary periods.   The 

constant repetition of the profiles of Popo and Izta, made them recognizable to residents 

and travelers alike, further creating recognition of the landscape as a part of the essence 

of New Spain, and later of Mexico.   

The ubiquitous Jesús Helguera painting of 1940 brought the two volcanoes and 

their human likenesses to mass-marketed calendars, tapestries, and other tourist wares 

sold in the capital city through the twentieth century.  In this painting, both Popo and Izta 

have light skin, narrow face features, and tall physiques but Popo appears in an Aztec 

headdress of feathers with a warrior chest plate.  Helguera silently captures the 

combination of European and Indian features within an indisputably Mexican backdrop.  

The two volcanoes provide the setting and also the historical background, marking the 

legend as a national story. Popo and Izta’s appearance in paintings and photographs 

denoted the Valley of Mexico without naming it and artists consciously employed the 

volcanoes to reiterate and define the national landscape.238   

                                                 
238 Craib, Cartographic Mexico, argues that Antonio García Cubas’ 1858 national mapping project 
employed the volcanoes in unique ways.  By collapsing several features, including Popo and Izta, Orizaba, 
and Cofre de Perote (all volcanoes and later national parks) into one panorama, the peaks became 
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Figure 16: Jesús Helguera, La leyenda de los 
volcanes, ca. 1940. 

 

  Different peoples imbued the volcanoes with deep symbolism because of their 

immense size and their prodigious omnipresence.  The volcanoes provided refuge for 

notable historical figures.  Cortés hid out among their forests after his tragic losses on the 

noche triste and before returning to conquer Tenochtitlán.  Alexander von Humboldt 

attempted climbed the nearby volcano Nevado de Toluca and former United States 

President and Civil War general Ulysses S. Grant climbed Popo in 1847.239 The peaks 

were also the preferred escape for the painter Dr. Atl who spent winters in their flanks to 

deepen his understanding of volcanology.  By the revolutionary 1930s, national park 

officials incorporated the legend of the volcanoes into their myth of revolutionary 

progress.   These mountains represented beautiful monuments to a nation on the cusp of 

greatness poised to develop the social equality and economic capacity to match the 

grandeur of its landscape.  Ordinary individuals also found strength, respite, and 

inspiration from these monumental peaks and contributed to their ubiquitous national 
                                                                                                                                                 
metonyms for Mexico itself. Cartographic Mexico, 39-42.  I thank Stacie Widdifield for pointing out many 
of these insights on repetition in art history. 
239 R.J. Secor, Mexico’s Volcanoes: A Climbing Guide, 3d ed. (Seattle: The Mountaineers, 2001), 28. 
Several members of Cortés’s expedition claim to have accomplished the first ascent of Popo and they 
certainly were not the last. 

http://www.lowriderarte.com/featuredartists/0901lra_mexican_artist_jesus_helguera/photo_06.html�
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symbolism.   Making the volcanoes a national park did not create their symbolic 

importance, rather the federal park officials seized on the cultural weight of the volcanoes 

to solidify their government.   

These volcanoes formed a backdrop of majesty for the narrative of national 

history but they were also a living landscape bursting with the hopes and dreams of the 

inhabitants, satiated with the agendas and schemes of federal managers, and replete with 

the aspirations and profits of industrial elites.  Cárdenas and his government appropriated 

the national recognition of the volcanoes and also used the resources in the park to 

contribute to the national goals of economic development.  For these reasons, Popo and 

Izta made the appropriate inaugural national park declared under Cárdenas.240  Images of 

the volcanoes demonstrated the majesty and beauty of the nation and represented the 

natural resources harnessed by the revolutionaries for the nation’s peoples.  Yet, many 

ordinary individuals did not stop at just absorbing the grandeur of these peaks; they 

sought ways of profiting from the bountiful resources provided by the mountain range.  

Forests, water, minerals, and land made up the list of economic resources in this park, 

and citizens had countless uses for them.   

Popo and Ixta Park exemplifies the economic activities that developed in and 

around the national parks for several reasons.  First, the park was the first one designated 

by Cárdenas and the fourth largest reserve, consisting of 25,670 hectares.  The park had 

room for economic activities.  Second, the proximity of the park to the nation’s most 

advanced wood processing paper mill marked the overlap between economic 

                                                 
240 The first national park, Popo and Izta was declared on November 8, 1936, nearly two years into 
Cárdenas’ presidency.  Diario Oficial November 8, 1936.  
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development and national resource control. Third, the variety of resources in the park 

represented the overall natural richness of the country.  Some people had plans to harness 

the park’s glaciers and others schemed to extract the trees on its lower flanks.  Both 

projects would contribute to another revolutionary obsession—that of the elusive 

economic progress.   

A cult of economic development in part explains the park activities fostered by 

Cárdenas and his government.  Viewing nature through tourism formed an economic 

justification for creating national parks, but the parks also boasted other economic 

activities, large and small.  In fact, the preponderance of economic activities in and 

around the parks demonstrates that the park officials did not intend to preserve land as 

untouchable and unchanging.  The parks represented designed enhancements and 

protections, not preservation mandates.  Economic activities in the parks reveal the 

complex medley of production taking place across the countryside, one that included 

forestry activities in major ways.  Revolutionaries never intended national parks as 

overriding partitions of federal land use excluding local residents; yet by emphasizing 

productive and extractive goods administrators left open the potential to squander their 

parks’ uniqueness if subsequent governors chose to more strongly emphasize extraction 

over conservation.   

In addition to returning the natural patrimony to national control, parks were one 

of many actions employed by the burgeoning federal government in the quest for a 

developed and industrial nation.  Two economic strands of forest use practices played out 

around national parks.  Large scale uses by private, mostly paper-producing, industries, 
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were given special privileges and allowed to exploit in and around national parks because 

Forestry Department officials deemed their  products of high value for the development 

of the country.  Smaller scale users gathered sap and branches for resin, charcoal, and 

firewood while the forestry department constantly pestered them for compromising the 

integrity of the forests.  Foresters deemed the collection of these products destructive to 

the larger scale extractions although foresters investigated the profitability of these 

enterprises themselves and certainly benefited from them in their daily lives.  

Trying to make a living never exists apart from the cultural milieu in which it 

occurs.  For this reason, this chapter addresses the interplay between cultural 

representations of the volcanoes, in art, myth, and history, alongside the economic 

competition over forest resources.  This chapter explores how travelers and entrepreneurs 

have drawn on the socially endowed power of the volcanoes to pursue their own cultural 

and economic enrichment.   It then turns to a sustained analysis of the competing 

economic activities within the park.  Finally, the chapter concludes with the ways artists, 

much as Dr. Atl and Jesús Helguera, illustrated and reinforced the use of these volcanoes 

as representative of a national landscape.  

 

Travelers and Entrepreneurs:  Adoring and Appropriating the Volcanoes 

Glacier capped and permanently snow covered, these two famed volcanoes stand 

out against the dusty fields in the dry season and the vibrant green vegetation in the rainy 

months.  Alexander von Humboldt noticed the peculiarity of the snow capped mountains 

rising out of tropical vegetation and was astounded by the possibilities for profitable 
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enterprise found around them.241  Thanks to the praise of Humboldt and others, multiple 

individuals attempted to get rich off the mountains by harvesting the sulfur from the 

craters, irrigating with harnessed glacier water, or transforming the forests into paper. 

During the Porfirian era, foreigners delighted in expeditions to the summit of Popo and 

slid down the slope to timberline on straw mats (petates).242  Others profited from the 

cultural weight of the mountains by diffusing legends, stories, pictures, and dramas about 

the volatile and almost human peaks.   

Travelers sought to capture the majesty of the mountains with their language and 

to absorb the experience of the environment with their bodies.  Travelogues and guide 

books always described the volcanoes and young, virile male travelers often saw them as 

challenges to be conquered.243  Ascensions of the peaks were not common, but when they 

occurred they bolstered the physical prowess of the climbers and celebrated a triumph 

over nature.  Climbers reached the summit of Izta on the peak of her breast and 

mountaineers remarked at the views of Popo provided from the top of the sleeping 

woman.  Such an exploit sexualized the conquest of the mountain, an accomplishment 

                                                 
241 Alexander von Humboldt, The Political Essay on New Spain, trans. John Black [Abridged], ed. Mary 
Maples Dunn, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press [Alfred A. Knopf], 1988), 237. 
242 William H. Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club and Other Episodes of Porfirian Mexico 2d. ed. (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2004), 35-41.  Beezley notes that the Anglo American Muscular Christian 
ethic encouraged physical vigor though mountain climbing while Mexicans more often mediated their 
nature sports with animals, through the charreada or bullfights.  While many foreigners, men and women, 
climbed Popo in the Porfirian period (1876-1911) the Mexicans that climbed were workers mining the 
sulfur out of the crater, not revelers on weekend outings.   
243 While Beezley notes several foreign excursions with women, I have found no accounts of Mexican 
women climbing the mountains during the revolutionary period, although they do appear in some pictures 
of Toluca. Ibid, 40. For a sampling of guidebooks, see T. Philip Terry, Terry’s Mexico: Handbook for 
Travellers, 2d. ed. (London: Gay and Hancock, Ltd., 1909) and Howard Conkling, Mexico and the 
Mexicans (New York: Taintor Brothers, Merrill & Co., 1883).  
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that demonstrated the strength, vigor, and persistence of masculine travelers.244  But the 

trips often became expressions of nationalism more than conquest.  Young men in the 

Exploration Club summitted Popo on Independence Day in 1936 and reported their 

achievement to the national daily newspaper, Excelsior.245  Other trips marked once in a 

life time journeys of struggle undertaken to fortify the travelers character through an 

intense interaction with nature.  

Octavio Benavides, an engineer with the Forestry Department, related his journey 

with several adventurers to the summit of Izta in November of 1938.  The description in 

the magazine Protecting Nature, sought to bring attention to the volcanoes and contribute 

to the process of improving the physical and moral condition of the national character by 

encouraging engagement with nature.246  Unlike the foreigners venturing up the volcano 

in earlier years, these were domestic climbers, ascending it for the good of their nation 

who depicted their adventure with passion and fervor.  They described the difficulty of 

the trip that taxed their lungs and exhausted their muscles, and interspersed detailed 

commentary on the prodigious vegetation and landscapes. They likened the fresh smells 

and pure air to an injection of life into their weary bodies and drew an analogy between 

their own lifeblood, and that of their country.  They also noted that just as the mountain 

                                                 
244 For elements of this see Benavides’ account although the elements of the gendered climb are subtle. 
Octavio Benavides, "Conociendo a nuestro México: El Parque Nacional "Popocatépetl - Iztaccíhuatl." 
Protección a la Naturaleza, vol. 3 no. 5 (March 1939), 14-19.  While some historians have given 
appropriate attention to gendered landscape it is under-explored for Latin America in general with the 
exception of Franco, Plotting Women.  Two collections regarding gender and nature in the U.S. provide 
useful analysis.  See Virginia J. Scharff, ed. Seeing Nature Through Gender, (Lawrence: University of  
Kansas Press, 2003) and Mark Allister, ed. Eco-Man: New Perspectives on Masculinity and Nature, 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2004). 
245 "Fue brillante la excursión al Popo." Excelsior, September 18, 1936. 
246 Octavio Benavides, "Conociendo a nuestro México.”  All references in this section refer to this article’s 
description of the climb. 
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air gave them new life, the water that flowed from the mountains coursed into 

hydroelectric turbines and provided the San Rafael paper company with power.   Their 

personal health related directly to the economic health of their country and both improved 

through the natural wealth of this park. 

Benavides and his companions noted how the mountains stood out clearly against 

the vivid blue sky and burgeoning forests, beckoning the hikers to the top. The landscape 

stood sublime and the topography summoned painters and poets. The hikers expressed 

awe at the power of nature to shift and shape the steep canyons and monumental 

volcanoes but they also noted that nature tamed the arrogance and modified the character 

of man.   As much as they contemplated the nature around them on their excursion, these 

climbers also claimed pride in their people who that did not shy away from the challenge 

of the mountain and still enjoyed eating tacos in camp.   

On the second day, after resting in the Vicente Guerrero Lodge built by the 

National Exploration Club, the visitors rose early and climbed to the summit of Izta, 

enjoying the marvelous view.  The hikers took time to lament that every Mexican had not 

been to the peak, as they claimed it transformed “patriotic love from a light sentiment 

into a filial affection.”  To these men, the words “sublime” and “magnificent” were too 

human to match the divinity of what they saw from the top of the volcano. The parallels 

between environment and individual, landscape and society, and moral adjustment and 

physical improvement underlined the travelers’ account intertwining social processes of 

reform with the magnificence of the territory.  The relationship between nature and nation 
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became inseparable and the exaltation of the land endowed to the country solidified these 

travelers’ pride in their patria.  

Nature certainly informed imaginings of the nation, although not all citizens 

envisioned reserving the mountains for summit excursions and soul-searching hikes.   

General Gaspar Sánchez Ochoa gained a monopoly concession on Popo’s sulfur supply 

from President Benito Juárez which he retained until his death in 1909.  Other 

economically minded entrepreneurs, such as Lorenzo R. Ochoa (no apparent relation), 

viewed the icy glaciers as untapped resources, ripe for irrigation projects.247  Ochoa, a 

private engineer, designed a plan for harnessing the volcanoes’ glaciers for use in 

providing year round water for agricultural fields.  While not a farmer himself, he hoped 

to find investors for his project, charge for the use and distribution of water, and make a 

fortune.  Using cement walls lined with wooden piping, Ochoa’s plan involved collecting 

water from the glaciers as it thawed and storing it in a series of canals that would carry 

the water to interested consumers.  Ochoa based the project on an estimated calculation 

of the annual snow fall and the slope off the mountains.   The downward flow would also 

be utilized to produce hydroelectricity.  In Ochoa’s plan, the complete outlay for the 

distribution network would cost just over one million pesos but the profits from providing 

irrigation water to the surrounding valleys would return that investment in one month’s 

time.248  These estimates included the purchase of land, construction materials, and labor 

                                                 
247 Lorenzo R. Ochoa, 1909, AHA: AS Caja 3049, Exp. 41966. 
248 In addition to the yearly accumulation, Ochoa estimated the constant area of snow on Popo at 
29,664,350 cubic meters.  He calculated the snow’s use at a rate of 63 cubic meters per second.  Izta 
maintained 13,527,932 cubic meters available at 28 cubic meters a second. Ochoa reasoned that according 
to standard principles of irrigation, the allocation would be measured by the amount of water it took to 
cover one hectare of land with one liter of water constantly for one second.  This meant, at Ochoa’s 
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costs and Ochoa emphasized that the construction project need not be completed for the 

disbursement of water to begin. In his calculations, the water was free for the taking as 

long as he built the proper engineering system.  In his plan, aside from the initial 

construction, all irrigation revenue would provide wealth for the lucky financier.  

Although ambitious, creative, and steeped in the language of scientific possibility 

spawned by the Porfiriato, Ochoa’s grand scheme failed to interest any solid investors.  

He overlooked the complications of working at such an altitude and the risks involved in 

the volatile conditions at heights well over 3000 meters.  He downplayed the difficulties 

of acquiring the necessary land in a contentious and highly contested property regime and 

he also overestimated the interest in that water by farmers with the means to pay his steep 

rents.  He also failed to foresee the impending revolution and how political turmoil would 

delay capital investment and development for several decades. The project never got off 

the ground, but it illustrates the many versions of industry envisioned by admirers of the 

volcanoes.  Six decades later, another young engineer would draw up a proposal for the 

creation of a ski resort on the volcanoes.249  The well-known position of the volcanoes 

did not stop individuals from developing plans to profit from the parks resources.  

 Artists, travelers, entrepreneurs, and other citizens had individual visions for the 

use of their national landscape.  They foresaw modern accoutrements or no 
                                                                                                                                                 
measurement, 28 cubic meters would irrigate 28,000 hectares.  He estimated the value of one liter of water 
for one second at $300 making the 28 cubic meters worth $8,640,00.   Ochoa planed to rent this water at 
$15 a month per liter to make a monthly rent of $432,000.  Water for irrigation from Popo would irrigate 
63,000 hectares at a value of $18,900,000 and a total monthly income of $945,000.  The distribution 
network would cost $562,288 on Ixta and $461,732 on Popo. 
249 Helios Olvera Ach, "Anteproyecto para la construcción de un teleferico en el Parque Nacional 
Ixtaccihuatl-Popocatépetl." UNAM thesis, Engineering (ingeniero mecanico electricista) 1966.  This next 
generation of glacier harnessing likewise never came to fruition.   Olvera Ach was not the first to think of a 
teleférico; in 1894 an American Capitalist Donald Stewart proposed constructing a ten mile long cable car 
to the top of Popo.  Beezley, 40. 
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improvements at all, but many individuals saw the volcanoes as part of their national 

identity, shaping, forming, and improving the character of individuals and society in 

general.  Climbers like Benavides and engineers like Ochoa viewed the volcanoes as 

transcendent resources with economic and cultural value.  The volcanoes formed a 

symbol of the nation, and at the same time an encapsulation of the natural resources that 

created and made possible the nation’s material demands.   

 

National Industries and Forest Products 

When President Cárdenas declared the region his first national park in 1935, he 

formally declared something that many Mexicans already knew:  The volcanoes made up 

part of the very essence of their country.  The area around Popo and Izta Park held 

coveted real estate in close proximity to the capital and replete with historically important 

towns and villages.  The largest town close to the volcanoes, Amecameca, lay situated at 

the base of the two mountains, sixty-one kilometers from Mexico City.  The town’s 

colonial history of title disputes demonstrated the value placed on the land around the 

volcanoes.  Several long-standing haciendas retained their property after Independence 

and many strengthened their titles in the Liberal and Porfirian periods.  The volume of 

documents on the contested property rights in this area attest to the importance of the 

volcanoes, but more strikingly to the diverse and thorough human settlement of the 

valleys and fields that flanked them. A map of the property surrounding the volcanoes in 

1891 revealed the topography of the region and also demonstrated the many economic 
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activities, from grazing to farming, which took place in the district.  Communities or 

individuals held title to every parcel of land there. 

After the revolutionaries created both the Agrarian Department and legal channels 

for land redistribution, campesinos in the area began to request properties around 

Amecameca and the volcanoes.  Many campesinos succeeded in obtaining land during 

during the Cárdenas regime, but the campesinos in Amecameca de Juárez applied for the 

restitution of community lands starting in 1921 and waited thirty years without the 

resolution of their petition.  The Agrarian Department bureaucrats simply held their 

documentation without decision.250  The stalling, and final denial, reveals the power of 

competing interests in this resource significant region.  Several hacendados, members of 

entrenched, powerful families maintained their haciendas virtually intact, including San 

Juan de Guadalupe near Amecameca.  Moreover, a paper manufacturing company, San 

Rafael y Anexas, expanded its stronghold over the forests in the area.  The federal 

government certainly did make intrusions into this region, leaving evidence of the 

Forestry Department’s agenda.  The national park contained huts and refuges built by 

private and public interests and elaborate signs to direct visitors and federal officials built 

a road for automobiles from Amecameca that passed between the two mountains up to 

the Paso de Cortés.  The natural amenities of the area remained the vital, and most 

heavily contested, resources.    

 

 

                                                 
250 Guillermo Gallardo Vásquez, “Extracto de dictamen de exp. De restitución de tierras revertido a 
dotación (negado)” Amecameca de Juárez, Amecameca, México, AGA 24/11026, Legajo 8, fojas 361-366.  
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Making Industries Out of Resources 

 Some citizens noticed the minerals and the water the volcanoes had to offer, but 

the most obvious resource in the park was the forest.  The park contained one of the 

country’s largest contiguous temperate forests.  The forests had been used for centuries 

but developing a full scale forest industry began in earnest in the twentieth century.  

Although the national economy had long been based on extracting resources—from the 

silver mines of the colonial period to the henequen plantations of the Porfiriato—forests 

constituted a much different commodity than minerals or single crop agriculture.   

Forests served several ecological purposes before they were harvested, unlike 

gold or silver that contributed nothing until they were mined and processed.  Forests also 

differed from agriculture because they did not produce a harvest that rewarded the 

cultivator with sustenance or produce to sell on a regular seasonal cycle.  Forests, with 

the exception of fruit orchards, developed over longer cycles, taking decades and even 

centuries before their harvest contributed significantly to a market economy.  While 

standing, the forests provided numerous relatively unaccounted for benefits; they 

regulated the hydrologic cycle, prevented soil erosion, provided oxygen and carbon 

sequestration, supplied wildlife habitats and nourishment, along with other biological 

functions. Certain specific aspects of trees, such as the sap or the branches, could be 

gathered for use without compromising the forest, although overuse could certainly cause 

damage as it had on Malinche.  Once harvesters made the decisions to turn a forest into 

lumber, a one time significant sale of logs, boards, and timber brought income.  That 

harvest destroyed the smaller products and the larger ecological benefits for the 
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foreseeable future.  This trade-off was difficult to justify because of the long term growth 

cycle of forests.   Clearing a forest meant making a trans-generational decision to 

sacrifice resources for immediate benefit at the expense of future generations.   

Due to the uniqueness of forests, managing them as resources proved a new 

challenge for the revolutionary government.251  Different individuals argued over the 

costs and benefits of complete harvest versus small scale usage for minimal economic 

production.  These competitions were loaded with power struggles and strewn with 

debates over who had the right and authority to make resource decisions.  The rapidly 

expanding state bureaucracy formed the most powerful faction in the 1930s but many 

private entrepreneurs maintained a significant voice in resource decisions.   The large 

contingent of campesinos, while not uniform, also demanded a say in resource allocation 

and use.  Establishing government control over non-agricultural forest resources 

necessitated that bureaucrats maneuver and sometimes exacerbate tempestuous relations 

among rural dwellers and private interests.   

Quevedo, among many others, recognized the uniqueness of forests and wanted 

them afforded special constitutional protections.  He remained uncertain that the best 

protection for forests would come from the federal bureaucracy so he maintained separate 

societies to speak out for the forests.  These societies provided a point of entry for 

organized elite interests into the revolutionary state.  Quevedo also thought that the worst 

thing possible for the forests would be to hand them out to campesinos for use along with 

                                                 
251 Forest management became a major revolutionary policy in Mexico, but the control of forests sparked 
conflict in many other developing societies.  See the revealing works of Guha, The Unquiet Woods; Peluso, 
Rich Forests, Poor People; Elvin, Retreat of Elephants; and the discussion of scientific forestry and 
modernization in James C. Scott’s Seeing like a State.    
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agricultural land.  In his view, not only did campesinos know little about what he 

believed to be the appropriate and scientific management of forests, they were short-

sighted in their actions.  He felt that because the government handed them land without 

cautions and without investment, ejidatarios were much more likely to exploit a forest for 

the maximum yield immediately, without regard to the future benefits that it could bring.  

He believed, in contrast, private interests more readily protected their own resources as 

good business practices and because they fully owned the land.  Quevedo distrusted state 

interference to protect the public interest, such as through ejidos.  He feared that 

encouraging or even permitting greater access to forests by campesinos foster more rapid 

exploitation because of the cultural misunderstanding of forest benefits.   

Quevedo’s disgust for campesino’s ignorance of forest stewardship increased with 

his age to the point where he blamed campesinos for the declining state of forests in his 

country.252   Numerous complaints circulated about Quevedo during his tenure, many 

from campesinos that revealed his biases.  Campesinos from various communities in 

Mexico State denounced forest regulations and increased vigilance that made working the 

forests impossible.  Although Quevedo refused to meet with them and hear their 

grievances, these campesinos aimed their complaints against the inspectors who charged 

exorbitant fines and sought out bribes.  They claimed that the Forestry Department 

functioned against the ideas of the revolution by taking away their livelihoods.  They 

further questioned the integrity of foresters by accusing them of only knowing both the 
                                                 
252 Simonian, 107-110.  The Forest Workers, Small Exploiters, and Similar Owners Union (Unión de 
Trabajadores del Monte de Pequeños Explotadores y Propietarios Similares) circulated a flyer protesting 
against Quevedo in 1935.  His friends in Santa Fe denounced the flyer and applauded Quevedo’s work for 
the Basin of Mexico, National Forestry School, and more general reforestation projects. Marcelino Nava to 
President Cárdenas, September 25, 1935, AGN:LCR 561: 502/12.  
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revolution and the trees through stories and books.253  The foresters supposed lack of 

practical experience verified for these campesinos that Quevedo and his officials could 

not comprehend the country’s true forest problems.   

The actual causes of deforestation in the 1930s reveal a much more complex 

picture.  Neither foresters nor campesinos provided a certain steward for forest integrity 

because neither group formed a homogeneous or unified coalition.  In various cases 

ejidatarios clear-cut the forests they received in order to free land for agriculture and to 

reap the one-time economic benefit of selling the timber.  But other communities 

steadfastly protected their forests and maintained their integrity in a more complete 

manner than did the government officials.  Some forests without campesinos or 

ejidatarios using them faced stark deforestation at the hands of private companies such as 

San Rafael, which cut the forests in and around the Popo-Izta Park with permission of the 

foresters.  The peoples deforesting the mountains made choices shaped by their personal 

identity, their future aspirations, and the limits imposed by outside controls.  To say 

campesinos conserved and businessmen logged obscures the multiplicity of motives for 

managing these forests.  Whatever choice citizens made about the forest, revolutionary 

officials ensured that it had to go through them first.  During the Cárdenas period, 

Forestry Department officials strove to ensure they held the world of forests in their own 

bureaucratic hands.  

                                                 
253 The collection of community representatives were from Huitzilac, Ahuacatitlan, Tres Cumbres, 
Coajomulco, Chamilpa, Gabriel Mariaca  and Tepoztlán in Morelos along with Ajusco, La Magdalena, 
Jalatlaco and Ocuilan de Arteago in Mexico State. Various signatures (illegible) to President Cárdenas, 
March 14, 1939, AGN: LCR, 561: 502/12.  See also the complaints by Antonio Ríos et. al. of the Camara 
de Diputados against the corrupt camarilla of the Forestry Department.  They do not blame Quevedo as 
much for the abuse of campesino interests as the “incompetent, selfish, and drunkard” employees he 
maintained, see Antonio Ríos, et. al. to President Cárdenas, August 2, 1935, AGN: LCR 561: 502/12. 
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By the 1940s, the government preference for large private companies over small 

campesino forest operations led to monopoly controls of forests and intense, destructive 

logging.254  This occurred despite the introduction of forestry cooperatives in the 1940s 

and 1950s.255  Much to Quevedo’s dismay, large scale forestry was part of the problem, 

not the solution, to his country misjudging and overusing the forests.  The decline of 

numerous ecological benefits whose value did not fit easily into the short term economic 

calculus of industrialization came from multiple interests plundering the forests despite 

and because of federal legislation and increased administration.   The dwindling variety 

of users and the preference of the federal bureaucrats for private over ejidal property led 

to an increase, not a decrease, in exploitation after the Cárdenas period. A more detailed 

examination of how large and small users exploited the forest illustrates how a mixed 

economy of forest industries gave way to a monopoly of industrial extraction.   

 

Small Scale Industries:   

Campesinos and ejidatarios procured three main products from the temperate 

forests in Central Mexico: firewood (leña), charcoal (carbón), and sap resin (resina).  

The production of these three products formed the majority of activities taking place 

within the forest, with the exception of larger logging enterprises.    All three were 

harvested, gathered, or developed by campesinos although their sale often involved 

intermediaries.  Residents of the capital relied on these products for their heating and 

cooking fuel needs despite the increasing scarcity of forests close to the city.  Other 

                                                 
254 Boyer, “Revolución y paternalismo.”  
255 Boyer, “Contested Terrain,” 32. 
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smaller activities, such as shingle (tejamanil) construction also used wood products but 

unlike the other products, the shingles generally stayed in the countryside. 

Leña and carbón provided major sources of cooking fuel in the central area of the 

country through the mid-twentieth century. Many rural people made money from selling 

firewood bundles to local markets that eventually made their way to streets in Mexico 

City or Puebla for daily consumption. Collectors, often women or children, generally 

harvested leña from fallen or dead wood and branches in the forest on a daily basis.   

Leña was used as cooking fuel in a widespread manner by both rural people and their 

urban counterparts.   The majority of the firewood was gathered into bundles and sold to 

an intermediary or compiled for future trips to urban markets.  Most national park decrees 

made concessions allowing local residents to gather fallen wood within the park.  This 

arrangement was viewed as a collaboration because campesinos continued their small 

economic activities and foresters had their forests cleaned of the irritating debris that 

increased the chances of forest fires.  The uses of these products infiltrated numerous 

cities, markets, and households and their ubiquity made a challenge of accounting for the 

economics of these industries and keeping track of producers to regulate forest.  

 Issues surrounding the collection of leña consistently taxed the minds and 

abilities of forestry officials who tried to control and standardize its extraction.  Foresters 

often tried to extend their rational measurement techniques to practices that were much 

less precise.  Two foresters, H. Arthur Meyer and Carlos Treviño Saldaña, observed that 

firewood in Europe and the United States was measured in cords and sold accordingly.  

Writing an article in the Forestry Department Bulletin, Meyer and Treviño attempted to 
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account for the many ways of measuring firewood.  They explained that bundles came in 

sizes of 12, 14, 18, 20, 24, and 27 inches, and additionally the firewood was sold by cart 

or truckload instead of bundle.  Exasperated, Meyer and Treviño concluded that 

indicating a standard measure proved impossible because it depended on the cart or 

truck’s size and other things such as the method of stacking.  Furthermore, leña might be 

sold by the mound, especially with skinny twigs of irregular shape, which further 

challenged the methods of determining uniform volume and measurement.256  Gatherers 

and vendors knew the value of the wood and could negotiate a price based on the 

dryness, texture, straightness, and age, but a scientific calculation of this process eluded 

the forestry officials.  Foresters, such as Meyer and Treviño, who searched for an orderly 

system of bundling, overlooked the expertise of wood gatherers and the skills of the 

sellers to make these determinations.  While a uniform system might have simplified and 

rationalized this industry, it also would have erased the complexity of nature and the 

ingenuity of local knowledge.  

Leña had high volume sales.  Restaurants and large kitchens had to be restocked 

daily, or twice-daily.  As a result, many cooks and restaurateurs preferred the longer 

burning carbón.  This product consisted of highly concentrated vegetal material 

condensed into a smaller form that burned longer and with less smoke than plain wood.  

Skilled carboneros constructed underground dirt ovens where they stocked and 

maintained fires for several days to slowly burn out excess matter from wood, condensing 

                                                 
256 H. Arthur Meyer and Carlos Treviño Saldaña, "Los métodos para la elaboración y apilado de la leña 
usados en México y tablas auxiliares para la cubicación de la misma." Boletín del Departamento Forestal y 
de Caza y Pesca 2, no. 5 (1936): 235-47. 



 191

it into a charcoal.  Many foresters viewed this practice as wasteful because it used a 

significant amount of fuel and energy to burn the wood into charcoal in the first place.  

The rather simple process certainly took acquired skills to achieve high quality charcoal, 

and carboneros could earn rewards well beyond those of leña sellers if they consistently 

made good products.   

Around Mexico City, Quevedo believed that charcoal processing threatened the 

forests as much as harvesting leña, because of the high demand.  Like other forest 

products, charcoal provided for the daily needs of capital city residents at the expense of 

the surrounding forests.  He recognized that market could not be curbed completely so he 

suggested that railroads offer a transportation subsidy to manufacturers of charcoal 

outside the Valley of Mexico.  Queved imagined this would discourage locals from 

cutting down trees to meet the demand for energy in the capital.  If railroads managers 

agreed to provide low shipping costs, abundant forests far from the Valley would be used 

to make charcoal, preserving the stands closest to the city.  Railroad officials declined the 

plan. Quevedo viewed the piecemeal manufacture of charcoal as a threat to the existence 

of forests around the capital but willingly made exceptions for what he viewed as larger 

industries, particularly those owned by his compatriots, friends, and fellow intellectuals.  

For example, he made concessions for the use of trees to make paper pulp.257   

In addition to wood products, residents utilized the trees’ liquid resources. Resin 

provided an industrial product with widespread uses. Skilled harvesters refined resina, of 

                                                 
257 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, "La cuestión del carbón vegetal y su explotación en los bosques del Distrito 
Federal, que importa poner en veda," México Forestal vol. 10, no. 11 and 12 (1932): 133-36.  See also 
Boyer, “Revolución y paternalismo.”  
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several types, from tree sap gathered from pine trees, sometimes called ocote (pitch pine).  

Harvesters (ocoteros) would make a deep incision across part of the trunk, of a mature 

ocote, usually at a height of one meter, and would hook a bucket underneath the cut.  

Depending on the particular method the harvester used, the cut would be vertical (French 

method) or diagonal (American), and with or against the cellular grain of the trunk’s 

wood.  Foresters quickly attributed certain techniques to these methods while campesinos 

likely used whatever they saw as working the best to produce the most resin with the 

shortest amount of labor.  Campesinos probably did not think of their practices as 

conforming to one of these particular methods in the sense that the foresters classified 

them, although they certainly knew harmful and beneficial techniques. Unlike rubber 

trees, pine sap does not flow directly into the bucket so the harvester would check the tree 

every few days to scrape the sap gathering in the cut, opening it again for the flow of 

more sap towards the cut.  Gatherers needed secretion from approximately one hundred 

trees for a twenty kilo bucket of resin.258  At some point, depending on the health and 

size of the tree, the trunk generally hardened around the cut and the sap stopped flowing.  

The ocotero would then make another incision at a different location on the tree. 

Whichever slicing method a campesino used, he generally managed several dozen trees a

the same time to harvest enough resin to make a living.  In areas with many collector

entire stands of trees might be marked with sap slashes.  This enterprise slowly bled out 

the sap from the tree, and it required patience and diligence on behalf of the harveste

t 

s, 

r.  

                                                 
258 Juárez Flores, “Malintzin Matlalcuéyetl,” 106. 
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The process left the tree weakened and eventually killed it, at which point the tree was 

cut down for the wood.259   

                                                

The wide demand for resin products as flammable fire starters and for use in 

public and private lighting created an important industry.  Resin collection could not be 

discouraged completely; instead foresters suggested new and supposedly advanced 

methods to make collection more modern and efficient.  Engineers like Felipe Castro 

Flores recommended leaving a space of several inches between the vertical incisions to 

keep the tree alive longer and the resin flowing more regularly.  Castro also advised, 

based on his readings of French resin experts, that the harvester follow the grain of the 

wood carefully, making incisions along the exact direction of the grain to ensure the most 

efficient harvest of resin from the veins.  According to these forest experts, sloppy cuts 

and unnecessary overlapping weakened the tree and killed it before all possible resin was 

extracted, effectively wasting the tree and its resources.  Castro tried to guide campesino 

harvesters who supposedly did not know these techniques and whose, “greediness, 

ignorance, and improvidence” joined with their “absurd and inadequate system of resin 

harvesting” to kill thousands of trees each year.260  He believed that adopting the French 

method was the only way for the industry to survive by conserving its available resources 

 
259 R. Cattin and J. J. Saint-Jours, "Objeto de la explotación de un pinar: La resinación de los pinos y su 
madera." Trans. Gilberto Serrato Abrego.  México Forestal 1, no. 9,10 (1923): 7-12. 
260 Ing. Carlos Castro Flores “La resinación de nuestros pinares,” Protección a la Naturaleza vol. 2 no. 5 
(January 1938), 13.  This article was aimed at the reading public rather than the more technical translation 
of the Cattin and Saint Jours article reprinted in México Forestal further attesting to the popular nature of 
Protección a la Naturaleza intended for changing public opinions about forests and instructing them on 
skills.  The illustration only appears in the Protección a la Naturaleza version of the article.  Castro also 
concluded that the American system of resination, as practiced in Durango by American companies, also 
resulted in great damage to the trees.  He conceded this French system was widely acclaimed as the most 
efficient and effective manner of harvesting and its practice was widespread in many countries, especially 
France and Spain, with satisfactory results.  
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and guaranteeing a perpetual income based on the increasing value of the forests.  

Writing in Protecting Nature, he provided comments and an overview of the French 

method, and reproduced visual instruction on the correct method of pine tree resination.  

Castro directed his advice to campesinos, but it probably did not reach them in this 

format.  Instead, his article perpetuated the foresters’ critique of campesino forestry 

methods, deepening the divisions between professional and local practices. 

Figure 17: Incorrect forms of resination and 
the proper French method, second from left. Castro Flores, “La Resinación de nuestros pinares,” 14. 

 

 Once refined, the sap could be used for numerous products, including turpentine, 

creosote, and most commonly, a type of sap filled torch (tea) burned for public lighting. 

Resins also provided railroad-tie sealants and industrial chemicals but they sacrificed the 

integrity of many of the forests under the protection of the Forestry Department. The 

ocotero rarely profited from the high value of the sap he gathered when it was sold in 

larger markets.  Instead, he often traded his harvest for eggs, beans, and corn while 

intermediaries with access to transport made larger profits.261  Unlike leña, that did not 

need additional processing, or carbón that needed processing that could be done in small 

                                                 
261 Eduardo García Díaz,. "Los Grandes Daños que Producen los "Ocoteros" en los Pinares de la 
República." México Forestal XI, no. 3 (1933): 58-61. 



 195

family-run ovens, resins required sophisticated and lengthy chemical processes best done 

in factories or single production sites.   

For professional foresters, like Francisco Almendaro, resin gathering presented a 

dilemma. Almendaro, the federal forest delegate assigned to the district of Rio Frio, west 

of Mexico City and north of the Popo-Izta Park, knew the pros and cons of resin work.  

Like many foresters, he objected to bleeding the trees because sap extraction weakened 

individual trees and made forests more susceptible to fire, but he also knew how 

valuable—and lucrative—resin products were to the recovering national economy.  The 

Forestry Law of 1926 restricted the practice of ocote, but the federal government could 

not completely ignore the high demand.  Despite the legal prohibitions, Almendaro and 

his colleagues recognized the uses of the resin and even oversaw the necessary 

proceedings to have the department take over the resin distilling plant in Río Frío (Planta 

Destiladora de Resina).  Almendaro used his expertise, and that of other department 

employees, to apply for federal bank credit of $50,000 pesos and a presidential accord to 

garner the resources needed to turn the small-scale industry into a larger industrial plant.  

The forestry engineers demonstrated the multiple mandates of the department by 

declaring the adjacent hacienda (Zoquiapan) a national park, creating federal protection 

for the lands used to feed the resin factory.  Furthermore, they created a forestry 

cooperative in Rio Frio and allowed the campesinos that removed the forest understory to 

profit from that gathering.262  The plant proved successful for a time by filling a contract 

                                                 
262Sidronio Choperena to DFCP, July 5, 1937, AGN: SARH 1437, 1/2177, Quevedo cautioned Cárdenas 
against giving out ejidos in the area.   Miguel Ángel de Quevedo to Cárdenas, June 11, 1935, AGN: LCR 
232 exp. 404.1/1698.  On the forestry cooperative keeping products see, Francisco Fernandez Almendaro to 
Ceferino Teneria “El Pilar” Gutierrez, December 15, 1937, AGN: SARH 1437, 1/2177 leg. 1.  Other 
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for colophony, a type of refined resin, to the Colgate-Palmolive Company, as well as 

meeting the regional demand for resin products.263  For this reason, the federal 

government undertook the contradictory role of regulating campesinos’ individual use 

while simultaneously fostering a potential forest industry as an investment for the 

department.   

The prices for the various products produced by this resin factory indicate why 

the federal government got involved, although they do not reveal the quantity of overall 

sale.  Almendaro, the Forestry Department employee in charge of tracking the activities 

of the resin factory, reported on the prices and demand for these goods.  He explained 

that the factory purchased unprocessed base resin for $70 pesos a ton, including the costs 

of freight.  Colophony and turpentine oil, made from the refined resin, sold at wholesale 

for between $0.12 and $0.20 a kilo for colophony and $0.25 to $0.36 a kilo for 

turpentine.  This represented a processed price up to three times the cost of the raw 

materials.264   The same distributing company also purchased leña made of live wood 

(sized 24 inches by 24 inches) for $4.50 for a bundle (zontle) of 400 sticks or including 

the freight charge, for $16.00 per bundle. The plant sold the leña for $26.00 to $38.00 a 

bundle, making a considerable markup of over one hundred percent.265  The freight 

                                                                                                                                                 
projects existed for Zoquiapan through the Forestry Department, Quevedo proposed it as a possible location 
for the national forestry school and Silvestre Guerrero and Alfredo Bernal requested a part of the old 
hacienda in the forest be used as a leper colony.  Agustín Leñero to Silvestre Guerrero, October 11, 1940, 
AGN: LCR 365 exp. 424/24 and Alfredo Bernal to President Lázaro Cárdenas, January 21, 1938, AGN: 
LCR 365 exp. 424/24. 
263 Rafael M. Farrera to Delegado Forestal, February 16, 1938, AGN: SARH 1437, tomo 1/2177 leg. 1.  
The factory provided colophony to Colgate Palm Olive, El Pino S.A. (a Mexican company), and Vicente 
Solernou.  See Rafael M. Farrera to Colgate Palm Olive, June 23, 1938, AGN: SARH 1437, 1/2177 leg. 1. 
264 At those prices, the minimum ton (approximately 907 kilos) price of colophony was $108 and the 
minimum ton price for turpentine was $226. 
265 Francisco Fernández Almendaro to Oficial Mayor del Ramo, July 2, 1937, AGN: SARH 1437, 1/2177. 
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charge reveals the considerable difference between the price campesinos were likely 

getting for their work, and the profits for intermediaries with access to transportation.   

Almendaro realized that a great demand for leña existed throughout the area and money 

could be made by providing these wood products.  

The construction of shingles (tejamanil) also served as a small scale forest 

industry that professional foresters saw as a threat to the broader potential for forest 

industries.  Rigoberto Vázquez, a forestry engineer and self-proclaimed expert on forest 

conservation, described ocoteo and the elaboration of shingles as small acts that made the 

forest more vulnerable to fire and ravaged the forest’s health.  Vázquez described 

tejamanil as a Pre-Columbian practice in which the harvester cut a cask out of the timber 

of a tree, leaving a defect in the trunk that filled with sap and made the tree vulnerable to 

fungus and infection.  The harvester then fashioned the cask into a shingle and cut 

numerous casks from the same tree.  Vázquez believed this practice was so widespread 

he proclaimed that as of 1941, no oyamel tree existed in the entire country without the 

markings of shingle extraction on its trunk.266   

Laws prohibited tejamanil production and foresters considered it plunder of the 

national forests, but it remained a common practice in the countryside.  Fire and flood 

encouraged city dwellers to use stone or concrete for construction, but rural citizens used 

whatever materials they had at hand. Besides shingles, other examples of small scale 

resource use included communities planting trees in plazas or above houses for shade, 

                                                 
266 Rigoberto Vázquez, “Los actos depradatorios del hombre en la conservación forestal, su concepto y 
problemas para México” Memoria de la Primera Convención Nacional Forestal Augusto de 1941 (México, 
D.F.: Secretaria de Agricultura y Fomento, Dirección General Forestal y de Caza, 1942), 57-68.  
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growing cacti and agave for fences along property lines, and protecting and insulating 

rural dwellings with branches, straw, bark, and corn husks.  The bias against tejamanil 

construction not only demonstrated the concern for trees, but also revealed the urban 

preferences of the foresters.  

Local and community practices did not always threaten the forests in the manner 

that professional foresters portrayed them.  Much of the sustainability of an industry 

depended on the local circumstances or the commitment of the residents to equitable use.  

Federal management and local labor interacted with the resin factory and served private 

consumers with their products.  The federal government administrators officially worked 

to ensure land for more citizens by redistributing haciendas, but in the case of the resin 

factory, the federal government took over a private industry to absorb its profitability.  By 

increasing the girth of the state instead of creating a private resin factory, the Forestry 

Department retained control over their own regulations and policies, applying and 

ignoring them as they saw fit.  Because they both wrote the rules and ran the factory, the 

Forestry Department officials advocated reducing the destructive practice of resin 

collection in their forestry articles, but simultaneously engaged in the lucrative activity to 

benefit their department and the federal treasury.   

In keeping with their rational scientific thinking, Quevedo and many of his 

disciples believed that the greatest threat to the forest came from the campesinos that 

lived in and extracted from the forest without scientific methods or rational techniques.  

Enforcers of the Forestry Law of 1926 imposed a set of controls over all forest use that 

intended to slow down campesino forest use and oversee all levels of extraction including 
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on private property.  In order to extract from the forest, producers needed a permit from 

the Forestry Department.  Producers carried the required permit with them for inspection 

when they transported their products or they faced fines.  Forest technicians mandated a 

study of any area or individual engaged in large volumes of forest extraction.267  The 

system attempted to track the amount of wood being taken from the forests in certain 

areas to insure the integrity of the forest and to protect both soil and water.  Tightening 

vigilance on small scale extraction forced many campesinos into clandestine and illegal 

activities and bribery proliferated.  Larger companies more easily met these bureaucratic 

obstacles because foresters favored them. 

 

Large Scale Industries: 

 According to most foresters, campesinos represented the gravest problem in the 

woods so federal officials preferred working with larger industries that used scientific 

systems of production.  Foresters invited industrialists into their societies and onto their 

planning agendas.  Quevedo and the Forestry Department remained closely intertwined 

with the San Rafael paper factory.  The company reserved a position on the board of 

directors (socios protectores) of the Society of Mexican Foresters along with electric and 

phosphate companies while Quevedo served as honorary president of the society. San 

Rafael consistently advertised in the publication and many employees of San Rafael 

                                                 
267 Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, Dirección Forestal y de Caza y Pesca. Ley forestal y su 
reglamento. Mexico City: Talleres Gráficos de la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, 1930. 



 200

applauded Cárdenas for his appointment of Quevedo as head of the department. 268   José 

de la Macorra Jr., the Assistant Manager of San Rafael, claimed Quevedo’s 

professionalism would certainly benefit the government and the forest richness of the 

country.269   Quevedo befriended Alberto Lenz, the owner of the two paper companies 

Loreto and Peña Pobre.  Lenz purportedly differed from Quevedo’s admiration for 

individual trees and wished to look more conceptually at entire forests and acted on this 

through his own private reforestation projects near his factories.270  Besides direct 

connections, these relationships revealed affections.  Quevedo preferred large companies 

as he thought their professional practices in the long term would benefit the nation’s 

forests.  Companies were easier to regulate than millions of individual users. To foster 

this relationship, the Forestry Department often granted special concessions to 

companies, including permissions to extract in and near the parks.  Other benefits came 

tied into other objectives.  For example, the road constructed to reach the Paso de Cortés 

between Popo and Izta was improved, widened, and extended by the government to 

support tourism to the park and to assist San Rafael.  Tourists certainly used the wide 

road on weekends, but during the week the main traffic headed to the paper factory.   

 

                                                 
268 The board of directors and administration of Sociedad Forestal Mexicana was listed in each edition of  
México Forestal and slight changes occurred from the beginning of the journal’s publication in 1923 and 
the late 1930s. 
269 Rigoberto Vásquez and José de la Macorra Jr. to President Lázaro Cárdenas, December 28, 1934, AGN: 
LCR 1121 exp. 702.1/2. 
270 This according to his son in, Hans Lenz, Historia del papel en México y cosas relacionadas, 1525-1950, 
(México: Miguel Ángel Porrúa, 1990). 
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Figure 18: Car in a section of the road to 
Popocatépetl, with Iztaccíhuatl in the background.  Hugo Brehme 1939, Fototeca Nacional del INAH 
372715. 
 

Government relationships with the paper industry provide insight into how the 

revolutionary regime regulated natural resources for several reasons.  Paper production, 

distinct from longstanding industries like mining, only recently offered an industry with 

significant potential for growth.271  In contrast to the high profile petroleum industry, 

paper production did not have immense economic importance nor did disagreeable Anglo 

or American capitalists control the enterprise. The demand for paper increased 

dramatically with the expansion of literacy and the growing numbers of magazines, 

comic books, and newspapers available.  Although paper production required substantial 

technology, it was relatively low compared to auto industries or heavy manufacturing, so 

the capability to meet the nation’s paper needs seemed possible.  The location of 

thousands of acres of forests in convenient distance from the capital further invited 

development.  

                                                 
271 Rodolfo Huerta González calls it a new form of production. Rodolfo Huerta González, “Transformación 
del paisaje: el caso de la fábrica de San Rafael, estado de México, 1890-1934” in Tierra, agua, y bosques: 
Historia y medio ambiente en el México central, ed. Alejandro Tortolero Villaseñor, 283-315 (México: 
Centre Francais d’études Mexicaines et Centraméricaines, Instituto de Investigaciones Dr. José María Luis 
Mora, Potrerillos Editores, Universidad de Guadalajara, 1996), 286. 
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Paper had been produced in Mexico since the sixteenth century, but it had been an 

rare commodity until heavy investment came in the late nineteenth century.  Like many 

other industries during the Porfiriato, paper companies underwent a process of 

consolidation and monopolization.  As technology advanced and demand crept forward, 

old mills and concessions fell into the control of two major companies: Loreto/Peña 

Pobre and San Rafael.  Alberto Lenz, a German immigrant purchased the Loreto and 

Peña Pobre in the late Porfiriato.  Lenz located Loreto-Peña Pobre in Villa Nicolás 

Romero and La Venta, in the southern outskirts of Mexico City in areas known as San 

Ángel and Tlalpan.  These companies produced high quality writing and magazine paper, 

with later developments in toilet paper.  

The second company, San Rafael y Anexas, formed from the remnants of an iron 

works plant owned by several foreign interests in the late nineteenth century.   Andrés 

Ahedo and José Sánchez Ramos transformed the company into the first wood pulp based 

paper factory, starting in 1890.  Located on the skirts of Izta, it had access to enough 

water to power the factory, making it the first completely electrified paper industry. The 

de la Macorra family acquired the major interests by 1900 and oversaw San Rafael’s 

development until 1948. The owners purchased several smaller paper companies in 1904 

and 1905, and successfully fought several attempts by the Legislature (Cámara de 

Diputados) to lower the tariff on foreign paper imports. Under the ownership of the de la 

Macorra’s, the company increased production from one mill to twelve, reaching a peak of 

250 tons daily of diverse papers.  San Rafael produced newsprint in such volume that 



 203

publishers and anti-monopolists believed the De la Macorra’s were monopolists, raising 

prices, and withholding supply to increase their profits.272  

Both Loreto and San Rafael made technological strides away from recycled fibers 

and towards the use of pine and fir trees in their production.  While these advancements 

proceeded in fits and starts, along with many industries during the revolution, by the time 

of the Cárdenas presidency, they had machines and processors ready for use.273  The 

importation and development of wood paste and sulfite cellulose expanded the products 

the factories could make to a wider array of papers and they likewise expanded their 

consumption of domestic forests.  Cárdenas’s park program occurred simultaneously and 

the paper industry competed with the parks for the use of forestry resources in the Valley 

of Mexico.   

Just as the Six Year Plan held within it the seeds of the national park 

development; it also encouraged the development of a national paper industry.  Some 

aspects of these dual plans coincided, and others contradicted each other, particularly 

those concerning the Popo-Izta Park.  Planting trees played into both park development 

aspirations and paper company agendas because both looked toward restoring the 

deforested slopes.  For this reason, much of the effort of the Forestry Department in its 

first years worked towards reforestation.  Yet, a national paper industry required more 

than just trees.  The capital equipment needed to process trees and turn the fibers into 

paper required substantial investments in technology.  The government could not afford 

                                                 
272 Lenz, Historia del papel, 687-692.  
273 Ibid, 643-645. 
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to subsidize expensive equipment for aspiring paper companies but foresters assisted San 

Rafael by providing consistent access to primary materials.   

Figure 19: Popocatépetl with San Rafael Paper 
Factory in foreground, around 1910. Waite, Fototeca Nacional del INAH, 459733. 

 

Revolutionary Management and Legitimacy 

Regulating Industrial Growth: 

Peña-Pobre and Loreto and San Rafael companies remained the highest producing 

and most capitalized paper industries through the revolution and the decades that 

followed.  That these companies both resided within the Valley of Mexico further attests 

to the consolidation of industrial power, and of natural resource availability in the region.  

Since the wood supply rested on access to forests, the companies took an interest in 

Cárdenas’s conservation activities and the foresters running the Forestry Department. 

These nascent industries gave the park proponents an obvious competitor, and by 1940 

the artists, travelers, and campesinos faced quite a challenge from the entrepreneurs.274   

                                                 
274 In addition to large machinery, the factory needed water for hydro-electric power and a place to dump 
the residues from pulp processing.  As early as 1911, nearby residents complained about the hazardous 
wastes from the factory and San Rafael’s monopolization of water resources.  Blanca E. Suárez Cortés, 
"Las fábricas de papel de San Rafael y Anexas S.A. y un viejo problema, la contaminación del río 
Tlalmanalco." Boletín del Archivo Histórico del Agua 2, no. 6 (1996): 12-14.  In 1944, a labor dispute was 
settled between the Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM) and San Rafael, resulting in a large 
monetary settlement for the workers.  The settlement was made possible in part because the company 
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 However monopolistic these corporations seemed, Cárdenas decided not to 

confront the industrialists head-on to dismantle them, but neither was he willing to let 

them proceed unfettered.  Instead, he proposed a solution in keeping with his practice of 

statecraft and the federalization of profit making enterprises.  Instead of directly 

nationalizing the paper companies Cárdenas designed another entity to insert the federal 

government into the core workings of the industry while leaving the businesses in private 

hands.   In 1935, he created the Production and Importation of Paper Company 

(Productora e Importadora de Papel, PIPSA), which regulated the publishing industries 

and set prices for the paper.   In this manner, an industrial monopoly changed to a state 

monopoly that benefited the federal government and the monopolists with few 

compromises for either.275 

 The success of the paper companies in meeting local demand and providing 

sophisticated products proved that with federal oversight and certain concessions, the 

goal of fostering domestic industries proposed by revolutionaries in the Six Year Plan 

could come to fruition. PIPSA allowed the expansion of the paper companies which 

paved the way for the future dissolution of the autonomous Forestry Department and 

                                                                                                                                                 
doubled production to over 1,000 tons of paper a year between 1918 and 1944 and the workers demanded a 
share of the increase. "Obreros que reciben mas de un millón de pesos por utilidades." El Universal, March 
16, 1944. By the 1960s, the paper factory provided another example of the economic miracle.  The 
increased technology inspired Jesús Escalante, the factory superintendent, to invite representatives from the 
high-quality United States paper company, Kodak, to tour the factory.  Escalante used the opportunity to 
brag that his nation had become self-sufficient in producing all domestic paper, except newsprint.  
"Técnicos de artes gráficas visitan la Fábrica de Papel de San Rafael." El Universal, February 23, 
1963.Following the trajectory of many national corporations during the miracle, by the 1970s, San Rafael’s 
managers decided to go beyond their existing technical capacity and accept a 2.25 million dollar loan from 
the U.S. Export-Import Bank, (El Banco de Exportación e Importación de Estados Unidos—EXIMBANK).  
The company used the loan to purchase machinery from the U.S. "Crédito del Eximbank a San Rafael." 
Novedades, March 21, 1972. 
275 Lenz, Historia de papel, 686.  
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devolution of conservation as a federal goal.  The success of PIPSA led to other 

arrangements that took a para-statal form.  For example, the concessions granted to 

Enrique Anisz’s paper factory near Colima National Park amounted over the years to a 

private forest reserve, interest free loans to build logging roads, and a more than one-third 

shareholding by the federal government in the company.  Anisz asked for a concession 

within the national park given the multiple economic benefits his company would bring 

to the area, including hydroelectric power, industrialization, agricultural development, 

and technical forest exploitation. The government believed Anisz’s proposal and 

amended the national park decree to include a zone of forestry reserves with a specific 

designation for the cellulose industry.276  This high level of investment by the federal 

government made sense given the increased bureaucracy in nearly all aspects of the 

economy, from unions to banking.  The federal support of paper industries also signified 

a shift in resource strategies towards a belief that forests should be conserved only for 

future use.  These ideas, common worldwide in the mid-twentieth century, maintained 

that leaving trees to die naturally or to be consumed by forest fires wasted natural wealth 

that the nation needed.  By failing to take advantage of nature’s wealth, by leaving it 

standing, administrators squandered the future.  Instead, if they harvested and processed 

                                                 
276 Several years later, in 1955, the local furniture industry representatives request a similar concession for 
the use of the forests and state governor asked the Ministry of Agriculture to consider this resolution in 
favor of the furniture industry, as long as they promised to exploit rationally. For an overview of these 
actions, see the series of three editorials by Fernando González Gortázar, "Nuestros parques nacionales: esa 
ficción, esa urgencia." Unomásuno, October 4, October 18, October 22, 1983.  For the proposal from 
Financiera Industrial y de Comercio Exterior, S.A. to President Cárdenas requesting the concession for the 
woods around Colima Volcano National Park to develop a paper and rayon production industry, see the 
lengthy proposal from Enrique Anisz to Lázaro Cárdenas, July 15, 1940, AGN: LCR 660 exp. 523.8/21, 
and Jesus Gonzalez Lugo to Secretario de Agricultura y Ganadería, June 22, 1955, AGN: SARH 1465, exp. 
21/3735. 



 207

the forests into valuable resources, the country benefited.  The times of conserving a tree 

for its environmental value fell into the national cult of industrialization.   

Government officials made genuine efforts in the 1930s to create and protect the 

Popo-Izta Park, but their efforts to sustain it quickly waned.  Desires to generate other 

economic industries often overshadowed the seemingly passive use of resources in the 

parks.  By the 1940s and certainly throughout the rest of the twentieth century, concerns 

about the park waned as concessions to industries increased. Cárdenas created Popo-Izta 

Park, but less than twelve years later, the government adjusted the park’s boundaries for a 

grander national project, rapid industrialization.  The change removed more than 26,000 

hectares from the park and opened them to exploitation as part of a concession to San 

Rafael.277  While the parks provided an important service for nationalism, economic 

supports of national industries garnered more support from the presidential 

administrations of Manuel Avila Camacho (1940-1946) and Miguel Alemán (1946-

1952). In 1943, the government authorized the extraction of 15,000 cubic meters of wood 

from the flanks of Popo and Izta and in 1948 the federal government reduced the 

boundaries of the park again to cede 74,000 hectares to San Rafael.  Other parks 

experienced the same pressure.  Nevado de Colima Park, located in Jalisco and Colima 

states, also underwent reduction for forest exploitation in 1942 and the Loreto and Peña 

Pobre paper companies received portions of Lagunas de Zempoala and Cumbres de 

Ajusco parks to support their activities.    In fact, Avila Camacho and Alemán each gave 

Alberto Lenz, the owner of Loreto and Peña Pobre, the silver and gold medals of Honor 

                                                 
277 Marvin D. Crocker, “The Evolution of Mexican Forest Policy and Its Influence upon Forest Resources” 
(Ph.D. diss. Oregon State University 1973), 144-147. 
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for Forestry, respectively.  Lenz planted a lot of trees, but he also harvested them for use 

in his own factory.  Rather then his reforestation efforts, the national honor 

acknowledged his development of a large scale industry with sophisticated machinery 

and modern technology, obsessions of both presidents.278  

Conflict occurred among officials with competing ideas of appropriate use for the 

forests and long term versus short term economies.  Forestry Department agents prided 

themselves on their scientific approach because the few formally trained foresters in the 

country worked for this department.  They produced technical studies of forests and 

warned against practices, such as resin or sap gathering, which harmed the trees.  While 

the foresters did approve of some development of forest products, they mainly believed 

that trees greatest uses kept them in the ground to protect water regimes, hold soil erosion 

in check, regulate the climate, and provide glorious refuges.  Generally, foresters believed 

in the use of wood for large projects—houses, buildings, paper mills, railroads,—but 

objected to what they regarded as wasted resources for cooking fires, making charcoal, 

and house shingles.  They apparently favored larger industries, but the situation was not 

always that clear.  President Cárdenas firmly believed in the possibilities of communal 

forest management because he had seen many examples of how communities managed 

forests in ways that allowed them to create products on a small scale without sacrificing 

their resource base.  For many politicians this provided an ideal model for management 

because it allowed local owners to make autonomous decisions rather than following 

                                                 
278 Lenz, Historia del papel, 632-633. 
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federal dictates.279   Cárdenas learned what Quevedo had also discovered: the tradition of 

stewardship could not be implanted into community members merely by allocating them 

a forest.280  The belief that campesinos, whether mestizos or Indians, intuitively knew 

how and wanted to conserve forests proved a misguided assumption. The most successful 

communally run forests, this is to say the most productive and the most protective, relied 

on practices passed down as convenient knowledge over generations.  While 

communities held eighty percent of the country’s forests throughout the twentieth 

century, communally run productive and protective forests did not make up the 

majority.281   

These government officials who thought rural residents would care for the forest 

in a sustainable fashion held a naïve, and incorrect, assumption that resulted in the 

destruction of acres of timberland. Yet, assuming that the campesinos and ejidatarios 

posed the greatest threat to the forest because of their ignorance in technical forestry 

topics or long term sustainability did not capture the whole picture either.  Some foresters 

understood the economic challenges facing campesinos and did not quickly dismiss their 

skills.  Forest engineer Roberto Martínez Baca believed that evil and preying 

intermediaries (contratistas) took advantage of the raw materials provided by the 

ejidatarios.  Baca lamented the systemic failures of ejidos which did little to ameliorate 

                                                 
279 Simonian Defending the Land of the Jaguar, 86.  
280 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, project to reform Article 27 of Constitution, 1937, AGN: LCR 309 exp. 
404.1/8535. 
281 David Barton Bray, Leticia Merino-Pérez, and Deborah Barry, “Community Managed in the Strong 
Sense of the Phrase: The Community Forest Enterprises of Mexico” in Community Forestry in Mexico: 
Managing for Sustainable Landscapes, ed. David Barton Bray, Leticia Merino-Pérez, and Deborah Barry, 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2006), 8. They discuss possible interpretations of the commonly held 
statistic of eighty percent.   
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the ejidatarios’ need to harvest natural resources to live.  He thought that the ejido system 

had little hope for overcoming economic inequalities if it did not provide ejidatarios with 

the credit to create their own sawmills.282  Without the prospects of a locally owned mill, 

ejidatarios remained victims of the owners of the capital machinery and could only 

proportion raw materials at a minimum value.  The finished lumber products from the 

mill earned higher returns than the trees proportioned by the ejidatarios. Also, the 

ejidatarios continued to compete with each other to provide these raw materials.   

Baca certainly saw private property as different from ejidos.  He noted that the 

communal property provided a minimum contribution to the production of forest 

products like timber.  While the total cubic meters of lumber produced by private 

property owners from 1934 to 1936 was 6,167,840 m3, the amount produced by 

ejidatarios only made up 536,375 m3.  This meant that ejidatarios counted for less than 

ten percent of the total amount of lumber production, nationwide.283  Baca calculated the 

numbers from the taxes assessed on processed timber and these figures only counted 

lumber for sale, not lumber used by either party for personal needs.  The Forestry 

Department maintained a stake in the formal added value of timber products rather than 

of domestic use.  The figures distorted calculations of economic activity by basing the 

criteria on the necessity of entering the market without accounting for the economic 

activity associated with providing resources directly to families.  In this economic 

                                                 
282Roberto Martínez Baca to Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, February 22, 1937, AGN: LCR 309 exp. 
404.1/8535. 
283 Ibid.  
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calculus, ejidatarios use of the forests destroyed marketable resources because personal 

use did not provide wood for the formal lumber market.   

The unavailability of sawmills for ejidatarios caused one reason for this lack of 

market entry.  Baca believed that foresters would never be able to stop the abuse of the 

forests as long as they could not control the ejidatarios forest production.  He believed the 

best way to do this involved giving ejidatarios the means to produce and taking away the 

opportunities of contratistas.   The structure of the ejidal system made ejidatarios 

vulnerable to predatory intermediaries that, in Baca’s estimation, lacked concern for the 

forests, the land, and the ejidatarios.  Intermediaries undermined agrarian reform, and 

caused the failure of ejidal producers. Only by providing rural schools, ejidal banks, and 

collective sawmills could revolutionaries interrupt this cycle of exploitation.   Baca 

wanted the forests nationalized to promote greater social utility.  For him, the control and 

organization of community usage required the supervision of government officials to 

prevent the forest devastation. 

Quevedo did not agree.  He thought that the legal, political, and economic 

repercussions of nationalization would be too extreme since the constitution (under 

Article 27) already allowed the government to intervene onto private forest property.  For 

him, complete nationalization would provide many logistical problems and hamper 

industrial growth.  After all, Quevedo did question the benefits of having the national 

government administrate.   He stressed again that minerals, water, and farmland required 

different management than did forests and that regulations or permits provided foresters 
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with more effective tools than did complete national ownership.284  The forest economy 

grew under Cárdenas, in tandem with park creation, but this growth did not signal 

homogeneity.  Small scale and large scale industries competed with each other for access 

to the resources they needed, and revolutionary bureaucrats successfully positioned 

themselves as the provider of these resources.  

Challenges to Bureaucratic Authority 

 Creating parks contributed to the legitimacy, structurally and ideologically, of the 

federal bureaucracy.  Through parks and other federal designations, forestry engineers 

gained a point of entry into the lives of thousands of campesinos and dozens of aspiring 

industrialists.  Material projects also reached into the lives of rural people not used to 

federal attention.  Roads interlaced disparate regions together while simultaneously 

providing the means to visit parks.  Officials used regulations to unify policies and 

standardize interaction although at times their enforcement produced inefficiencies and 

corruption.    The Forestry Law of 1926 put in place the authority to regulate forests on 

private property and, to supervise the use and extraction of resources within parks. The 

Forestry Department’s Division on Parks and Reserves (División de parques y reservas) 

oversaw these new, expanded responsibilities.  Permits, taxes, fees, and other tentacles of 

government control supported the administration of parks and reinforced the strength of 

federal managers, despite their weaknesses.285  

                                                 
284 Quevedo, project to reform Article 27 of Constitution. 
285 Despite the resurgence of forestry training, only 147 technical foresters served the whole country by 
1950, and just twelve students majored in forestry at the National School of Agriculture at Chapingo. Gill, 
Land Hunger in Mexico, 48. 
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While regulations prohibited the use of tree resources except fallen wood, in 

reality few guards existed to enforce these regulations.  Foresters struggled with 

consistently applying regulations, yet their lack of enforcement did not demote parks to 

mere paper status.    The concept of a “paper park” means that a park only exists 

ideologically and lacks formal funding, support, or promotion.  This term served to 

downgrade the significance of protected areas that allow significant resource extraction 

within the parks.286   This assumed relationship overlooks the ingenuity of the park 

designers that strove to take places that already existed and promote them as symbolic 

expressions of national pride.   Particularly at places like Popo and Izta, whether or not 

visitors or residents knew foresters had declared the area a park, they recognized its 

grandeur and symbolism by retelling legends, admiring paintings, and otherwise 

reinforcing the volcanoes’ importance.   

Foresters and administrators put into place laws for forest harvesting and 

management, creating a dense and strict set of regulations.  Throughout the 1930s 

numerous campesinos, ejidatarios, and local property owners complained to the President 

or directly to the Forestry Department about the behavior of forest officials in their area 

or about corruption in general.  This system lacked fair and universal enforcement 

although Forestry Department corruption and inconsistencies hardly stood out among 

other agencies.  Some citizens’ complaints vividly reveal bitterness towards the 

                                                 
286 For some discussions of paper parks globally see West and Brechin, eds. Resident Peoples and National 
Parks; Lisa M.Campbell, "Conservation Narratives in Costa Rica: Conflict and Co-existence." 
Development and Change 33 (2002): 29-56. Paper parks are usually used to refer to more recent 
conservation areas, for example Simonian refers to efforts in the 1980s to respect conservation on paper, 
Defending the Land of the Jaguar, 191.  Gill argued that the National Parks were the best example of an 
abyss between writing conservation laws and enforcing them because illegal cutting continued after every 
park declaration. See Gill, Land Hunger in Mexico, 48 -50. 
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encroachment of the federal government onto local land decisions.  For example, roving 

forest guards Saúl Arellano and Antonio Armenta, allowed illegal permits for the creation 

of charcoal in various parts of the Republic.  Locals turned these two men over to the 

Justice Department and accused them of taking part in a classic case of bribery 

(mordida).287   

Individuals higher up in the forestry bureaucracy likewise received allegations 

about wrongdoings.  José Hernández, head of a forestry workers union, accused Salvador 

Guerrero, David Riquelme Sedano, and Aurelio Rocha Delgado of malicious activities.   

Guerrero acted as Secretary General of the Department, Riquelme Sedano oversaw 

Communal and Ejidal forests and Rocha led Documentation at the time.  Hernández’s 

accusations went to the Justice division within the Forestry Department for investigation 

in March of 1939.  The investigator, Enrique G. Escorcia, noted that the ambiguous 

charges against Guerrero pertained to forestry concessions in Mexico State but 

Hernández had no witnesses with him or any formal proof of wrongdoing by the accused. 

As for Riquelme Sedano, Hernández accused him of partiality and failure to equally 

disperse arrangements among solicitors.  Rocha Delgado faced allegations of tampering 

with the Forestry Department’s archive.  When Hernández and Anastacio Núñez stated 

their complaints before the justice division, Escorcia succeeded in flustering the two 

union representatives to the point that they withdrew their complaint.  Escorcia’s report 

for Quevedo provided the only testimony of this encounter and attested to the innocence 

of the Forestry Department employees.  The document revealed a highly partisan 

                                                 
287 "Agentes forestales a quienes gusta "morder" La Prensa, August 22, 1934. 
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investigation.  Escorcia refused the testimony of Hernández or Núñez, badgering them for 

not having concrete proof.  He further denied their complaints by pointing out that the 

two men failed to work regular hours, that they held unclear residences, and that their 

lack of proof and wavering in their stories nullified their complaints.  Escorcia reported 

back to Quevedo that the accusations lacked valor, ignoring the full extent of the 

complaints yet he relieved Rocha Delgado of his duties with the archive.288   

Other accusations went to the top of the forestry bureaucracy, critiquing the entire 

structure for fostering favoritism and corruption.  Emilio Cámara denounced what he saw 

as a mafia of forest concessionaires in Michoacán.  He identified wealthy businessmen, 

such as the owner of the Durango Lumbering Company (Compania Maderera de 

Durango) who reportedly gave Quevedo $100,000 to receive a concession within an area 

under a logging ban.  Cámara accused several other officials within the department, such 

as Daniel Galicia, Salvador Guerrero, Sergio Barojas, and Francisco Opengo Escamilla, 

of participating in corruption that would inevitably result in greater deforestation.289  

Cámara’s complaint about the trajectory of the Forestry Department revealed the high 

stakes of timber harvesting and the importance of retaining legitimacy for the federal 

government. Cámara did not object to federal legislation or interference; corruption and 

inconsistency concerned him.  

While certain ejidatarios articulated their objection to the Forestry Department 

regulations, few explicitly protested national parks.  Ejidatarios, who collected resin in a 

                                                 
288 Enrique Escorcia G. to Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, March 29, 1939, AGN: LCR  593, exp. 508.1/463 
and Miguel Ángel de Quevedo to Lázaro Cárdenas, April 17, 1939, AGN: LCR  593, exp. 508.1/463. 
289 Emilio Cámara B. to Lázaro Cárdenas, January 27, 1940 and December 17, 1939, AGN: LCR 593, exp. 
508.1/463.    
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national park, did not necessarily protest the park’s existence or ignore the natural 

majesty of the area.  Perhaps small acts of resistance, resin gathering and firewood 

harvesting also formed daily activities.  Ejidatarios objected unmistakably when the new 

regulations caused them hardship or threatened to take away their resources, such as in 

the Malinche case.  Others protested unfair favoritism or inconsistency.   

Many local residents understood that forest agents had neither the ability nor the 

will to disrupt their daily activities for several reasons.  Ejidatarios fought in the 

revolution and believed that their revolutionary governors aimed to improve everyone’s 

plight and that their own comments, complaints, and suggestions would help the 

government to succeed.  Other campesinos believed that the new Forestry Department 

simply did not have the power to restrict residents from using the forests.  Forest users 

knew that their produce—leña, tea, tejamanil, carbón, resina—was used by thousands of 

their compatriots and the government lacked available energy alternatives.  Ejidatarios 

saw that they could often find a way around a permit, a regulation, or a violation if they 

negotiated a deal or had the appropriate connections.  While rules in the forests increased, 

campesinos knew that foresters lacked the means to fasten the regulations dogmatically. 

Forestry Department officials never governed with an inflexible vision of the natural 

world and their regulatory principles and enforcement suffered inconsistencies and 

exceptions that weakened their effect in the long term.   

 

An Artistic Patrimony of Nature 
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Federal officials promoted the idea of creating parks and allocated federal funding 

to protect the parks in a specific historical moment.  Revolutionary change made 

environmental policy possible, but this change did not occur isolated from broader 

national culture.  The appearance of the volcanoes in art provides insight into the overlap 

of environmental and cultural expressions.  The landscape paintings of José Velasco in 

the late-nineteenth century documented an idealized pastoral countryside, uninhabited but 

replete with national symbols like the eagle with a serpent perched on a prickly pear 

cactus.  In 1910, Saturnino Herrán used the volcanoes as the vivid background in his 

three panel depiction of the legend using tormented human forms.290    Diego Rivera 

painted Paisaje Zapatista in Paris but its volcanic backdrop nationalized the avant-

garde.291   Edmundo O’Gorman, José Clemente Orozco, and multiple other artists used 

the striking landscape as the backdrop for their murals or paintings, knowing that the 

memorable volcanoes would instantly conjure up a particular space and then locate their 

message in the heart of the nation, nestled under the watch of these two humanized 

volcanic figures.292   Foreign photographers, such as Charles B. Waite and Hugo Brehme, 

similarly drew on the visual impact of the volcanoes and their contrast with surrounding 

fields or maguey plants to ground their photographs in central Mexico and capture the 

majesty of the area.  These photographers also positioned several photographs with 
                                                 
290 Herrán’s tragic young death in 1918 prevented the full extension of his artistic talent but numerous other 
artists used the volcanoes as subjects. 
291Salvador Albiñana, “Entre volcanes con el Dr. Atl” Los dos volcanes: Artes de México 73 (2005), 45. 
292 Juan O’Gorman used the volcanoes in La ciudad de México, Oil over masonite, 1949, Museum of 
Modern Art and in El crédito transforma a México, Mural, 1965, private property.  Rivera’s The Great City 
of Tenochtitlan, Fresco, 1945, National Palace, Mexico City portrays both Popo and Izta.  The History of 
Mexico, Fresco, 1929-1935, National Palace, Mexico City contains a fiery Popo and The Mechanization of 
the Country, Fresco, 1926, Ministry of Education, Mexico City has a vivid outline of Izta. See Desmond 
Rochfort, Mexican Muralists: Orozco, Rivera, Siqueiros,(San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1993) and Los 
dos volcanes: Artes de México.  
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churches in the shadow of the volcanoes.   Artists validated of the importance of this 

particular national park by illustrating the process of revolutionary nationalism.  

Figure 20: Popocatépetl and town church, 
general view.  Hugo Brehme, Fototeca Nacional del INAH 372699. 
 

Two artists produced work that coincided with the scientific and popular 

influences on the national park to demonstrate the long reach of natural landscape 

affection into various aspects of national culture.  First, Dr. Atl expressed his reverence 

for the mountains through his paintings and his physical attempts to get close to them.  

Atl’s work as an artist and aspiring scientist spanned the revolutionary period and links 

the aesthetics of the mountains with their scientific value.  Second, the immensely 

popular works of Jesus Helguera romanticized the volcanoes in popular culture, further 

marking the landscape as an essential part of the national patrimony.  Atl and Helguera 

demonstrated the important role Popo and Izta had in national imaginings beyond their 

status as a park.  Both artists’ representations coincided with the interests of the Forestry 

Department although neither had a direct connection. 

National park creation, forest industry development, and national landscape 

depiction reveal the centrality of the environment to the revolutionaries.  They imagined a 
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nation where the government provided for and protected its citizens and they envisioned 

this society in a particular place based in tangible natural reality.  Revolutionaries 

reclaimed the prominent features of the landscape—the volcanoes—for the patrimony, 

through paintings, parks, and paper industries.   

   

 Dr. Atl’s Artistic Science 

Born in Guadalajara in 1875, Dr. Atl spent nearly ten years of his early adult life 

in Europe painting mountains, agitating for workers rights, and absorbing the creative 

energy of artist cooperatives.293  In his second trip to Europe he began to call himself Atl, 

a Náhuatl word for water, to distinguish himself from the baroque Spanish painter that 

shared his name.  A friend in Paris added the title doctor.294  While many of the artists he 

helped promote, such as Diego Rivera, later overshadowed him, Atl resided at the heart 

of the early muralist movement.  He bridged two generations of art from landscape artists 

like Velasco to muralists like Rivera.295   

                                                 
293 Alma Lilia Roura, Dr. Atl: paisaje de hielo y fuego, (Mexico: Círculo de Arte, 1990), 13-16. 
294 Albiñana, “Entre volcanes con el Dr. Atl,” 46. 
295 Rebecca West, Survivors in Mexico ed. Bernard Schweizer, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 
xvii, 185-189. 
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Figure 21: Dr. Atl self portrait with a volcano.  Los dos 

volcanoes, 45.  

 

The self-taught vulcanologist captured the immensity and power of the volcanoes 

in his art and wanted to feel them with his body.  He climbed Popo for the first time in 

the winter of 1903 lauding the benefits of the mountain air.  Atl claimed exposure to 

brutal nature and harsh elements cured his soul’s ailments.  Ironically, the physical 

elements created physical ailment.  Repeated exposure to volcanic gases caused a 

cardiovascular disease and gangrene in his leg.296  In several paintings, Atl placed 

himself in the painting, on the rim of the crater or nestled near the faraway peak. This 

strategy attempted to link the artist with the natural greatness and symbolically tie his 

soul to his obsession.  Atl’s fascination with volcanoes produced numerous artistic works, 

and it also re-produced the importance of the landscape in celebrating national space by

building upon the work of earlier artists.  In addition to art, he published books reflecting

 

 

                                                 
296 Tom Vanderbilt, “Volcano Dreams” in The World and The Wild: Expanding Wilderness Conservation 
Beyond Its American Roots, eds. David Rothenberg and Marta Ulvaeus, 141-154 (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 2001), 144. 
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gic trigger, either way they created artistic inspiration.  Although Dr. Atl 

revered man 

n 

                                                

ountains, such as his 1921 Symphonies of Popocatépetl (Sinfonías de 

Popocatépetl).297    

The volatile nature of his nation’s mountains intrigued Atl. Popocatépetl began t

emit fire, fumes, and ash in February of 1919, and this continued sporadically throu

the next decade.  Atl painted many of his most prominent and expressive works durin

this time of high volcanic activity, when the mountains appeared alive.  Volcanoes 

undergo cyclical periods of unpredictable often unexplainable eruptions but Dr

attested that these particular explosions had no natural origin.  He believed that the 

foreman of a sulfur company extracting material initiated the eruptions.  This 

entrepreneur hoped to increase the emission of vapors so he exploded twenty-eight 

cartridges of dynamite in the inner crater.  The geographer J.L. Tamayo took a more 

skeptical view, claiming that so little explosive could not set off such a long series of 

volcanic emissions.298  The dynamite and eruptions may have been a coincidence or 

perhaps a geolo

 the natural beauty of the mountains, he also seized the dramatic effects of hu

interference.   

Dr. Atl also designed one of the most artistically complex works of art ever 

produced of the volcanoes:  The Tiffany crystal curtain at the Palace of Bellas Artes i

Mexico City.  The curtain cost $47,000 in 1910 and weighed twenty-two tons.  The 

 
297 Gerardo Murillo, Sinfonías de Popocatépetl (México: Ediciones México Moderno, 1921), and Como 
nace y crece un volcán, el Parícutin, (México: Editorial Stylo, 1950).  His near obsession with Popo 
appeared in multiple paintings but when a volcano emerged out of a corn field in Michoacán, Atl turned his 
fascination to this new volcano, Parícutin.  He wrote a description of the volcano’s explosive birth and 
traveled to watch the area transform.   
298 Iturriaga, El Popocatépetl, ayer y hoy, 10-11. 
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millions of crystal pieces come together in a representation of the snowy summits of 

Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl.  An electrical device alters the reflection of light on the 

peaks changing from dawn to midday to a moonlit night.299  The curtain covered a stage 

that cam

iety for 

 

 extreme, the unique, 

g majesty ensured the importance and resonance of 

the imp

                                                

e to be used for folkloric dance productions, enshrouding traditional movements 

in the cloak of national nature.  

Art can reveal values and obsessions of its author and reflections of the soc

which the author produced.  Atl revered the volcanoes in a different manner than did the

foresters of the federal government or the residents on the high mountains yet his 

reverence reiterated and deepened the national link between a particular environmental 

space and a unifying national story.  Revolutionaries crafted this story by linking their 

present to the past through legends and geologic processes beyond human control.  Their 

story also formed the present by capturing the beauty of a land violently and tragically 

battled over.  Popo and Izta park, like many paintings, captured the

and the dramatic, for posterity. Markin

ortant social experiment unfolding with the revolution.300   

 Helguera’s Popular Mestizaje 

After Cárdenas declared the area a national park, the volcanoes continued to 

figure in artists’ imaginations but the content of the paintings shifted.  Artists did not 

change how citizens viewed the volcanoes but they merely captured political, social, 

economic, and cultural process already underway.  Parks reflected national patrimony, 

 
299 West, Survivors, 192.  
300 Helen Delpar, Enormous Vogue of Things Mexican: Cultural Relations between the United States and 
Mexico, 1920-1935, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1992).   
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not merely because foresters declared the spaces on paper, but because of the genui

confluence of activity that nationalized natural resources and brought forth broad 

recognition of a truly national environment.   In this process, the artistic landscape

ne 

 

depictio

r 

 light-

 

ral scene, Helguera allowed viewers to 

insert t

ntury, 

Helguera’s volcanoes in calendar art and the calendar’s reappearance in Chicano movie 

ns began to have inhabitants, and importantly, these inhabitants embodied a 

mestizaje that fit into the promises of equality and unity promoted by Cárdenas.   

Jesús Helguera’s Leyenda de los volcanes, (figure 16) provides the most popula

twentieth-century rendition of the volcanoes. The 1940 painting depicted human figures 

as Popo and Izta with the mountains behind mimicking the human profiles.  The

skinned Izta  lay in a thin white gown with flowers in her hair while Popo crouched near

her feet, in an Aztec loincloth and feathered headdress.   Their sensuous bodies 

surrounded by the natural scene humanize the landscape and Helguera silently captures 

the combination of European and Indian features set in an indisputably Mexican 

backdrop.  By including people as part of the natu

hemselves into the romantic legend by empathizing with the love story and 

imagining their own royal indigenous heritage.   

The work of volcano artists underwent an important shift.   The volcanoes were 

once painted to denote a backdrop and depict a setting that characterized the Valley of 

Mexico, but by the time the social revolution ran its course in the late twentieth ce

the ubiquity of Helguera’s volcano paintings themselves became the backdrop verifying 

the Mexican-ness of the beholder.  Catrióna Rueda Esquibel examines the use of 
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scenes.301    She argues that instead of a painting of volcanoes denoting the physical 

location, an Helguera painting in the background of a movie scene, much like an im

of the Virgin of Guadalupe, denoted the authenticity of the space as Mexican. 

age 

e of 

 as symbols of national identity and sources of collective 

romant

ss 

 

.  

 

                                                

302  

Through artistic reproduction, the national became personal.  The prolific appearanc

replicas of Helguera’s work in various media over the six decades since its original 

painting attests to Popo and Izta

icizing about the past.   

Helguera’s inclusion of human figures along with the volcanoes sets his work 

apart from Dr. Atl’s paintings and Waite and Brehme’s photographs featuring human-le

landscapes.303   This artistic change also marked a larger political shift that occurred in 

the late 1930s, that of solidifying national identity.  Art categorized and documented the 

landscape and it provided a glorified indigenous past.  The work of the Cárdenas period

incorporated many different peoples into the government and gave them a stake in the 

present and future of the country.  This process took the form of a piece of communal 

land, an education, a union membership, a political party affiliation, or a bureaucratic 

position.  Cárdenas also nationalized the mountains as a form of universal incorporation

Although neither Helguera nor his viewers recognized the space as a national park, the

geologic features formed part of this process of unifying the patrimony.  Rifts existed 
 

xual 
Imagination” in Alicia Gaspar de Alba, ed., Velvet Barrios: Popular Cultura & Chicana/o Sexualities, 295-
307, (New Cork: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 301. 

301 Catrióna Rueda Esquibel, “Velvet Malinche: Fantasies of “The” Aztec Princesa in the Chicana/o Se

302 Shelly Erringtion, Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress, (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1998), 170-179.  
303 The exceptions are the two Dr. Atl paintings where he paints himself with the volcanoes.  In 
Autorretrato con volcán al fondo, he appears with a shiny forehead, bearded and smirking, with a cigarette 
in one hand and with Popo in the background.  In Autorretrato en crater he appears with a pointed hat and 
walking stick in the snow on the edge of Popo’s crater, with clouds rising in the background. Albiñana, 
“Entre volcanes con el Dr. Atl,” 44, 53.  
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amongst different constituents and several became fissures over the next decades, but 

encapsu

the 

lation of nature and national identity in the volcano legend resonated deeply 

espite individual attempts to pursue economic ends in the shadows of the legendary 

hem 

erals.  

 

noes as symbols of national wealth and revolutionary promise because 

the vol

d

peaks. 

 

Conclusion 

 The volcanoes had many owners over the years.  After defeating the Aztecs, the 

Spaniards spread stories about the magnificence of the two volcanoes and the tragic 

struggle of their existence.  In the early national period, citizens recognized Popo and Izta 

as sources of economic promise and potential for development.  Humboldt declared t

sources of wealth and Benito Juárez granted ownership as a reward to one of his gen

Ochoa’s glacier harnessing strategy sought an investor to take what he saw as a free 

resource.  Multiple plots of land covered the flanks of the mountains and supported 

farming, grazing, and forestry. Campesinos used the forests for daily energy products

while industrialists developed national paper industries.  Because of the revolution, 

citizens imagined a country that controlled its patrimony.  Cárdenas and his team of 

foresters created this park to fuse their dual European and indigenous heritage.  They 

used these volca

canoes identified their commitment to a country where natural resources benefited 

the majority.    

Even in more recent times, betraying the volcanoes signifies betraying the nation.  

President Carlos Salinas de Gortari ended agrarian reform by amending Article 27 to the 
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constitution in 1992.  His actions led the way for privatization of state-run businesses and

citizens largely viewed these unpopular actions as subsidizing foreign corporations’ e

into parts of the economy.  One common piece of gossip reported that amidst this frenzy 

of privatization, Salinas had even sold five volcanoes to the Japanese, in a generous 

package deal

 

ntry 

.304  Thanks in part to the actions of Cárdenas and his legion of bureaucrats 

in the 1930s, even generations later, citizens knew that such natural wealth belonged to 

the nation.   

                                                 
304 Donnet, Leyendas del Popo y algo más, 100. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESILIENT CULTURE: COMMUNITY ENVIRONMENTALISM, 
SACRED SITES, AND NATURALIZED PATRIMONY IN TEPOZTECO NATIONAL 

PARK  
 

 In 1994, the Mexican owner of the company Kladt-Sobrino (Grupo KS) chose 

Tepoztlán and the surrounding Tepozteco National Park as the site for a new luxury golf 

course.  The town of Tepoztlán sits nestled in a forested escarpment just seventy-four 

kilometers from Mexico City and profiteers hoped they had found the perfect location.   

The proposed tourist complex proposal included a golf course designed by Jack Nicklaus, 

seven hundred luxury condos, a pool, a club house, restaurants, and a heliport.  A 

technology park, with a $30 million computer center, would accompany the luxury resort.  

The project maintained support from major federal departments including the Federal 

Electricity Commission, the Secretary of Communication and Transport, the National 

Water Commission, and the Secretary of Public Works.  Various state level secretariats in 

Morelos also endorsed the golf course, citing the wealth of development and tourist 

money such a project would bring.  The company lacked the certification of land transfer 

authority from the Secretary of Agrarian Reform.  Thanks to the Constitution of 1917, 

this was necessary to proceed with the plans.305 

 Although they did not ask, Kladt-Sobrino also lacked the support of a group of 

environmentally conscious actors that ultimately prevented the entire complex.  These 

fierce and adamant competitors were not Greenpeace or even Mexico’s leading 

environmental activists in the Group of One Hundred (El grupo de los cien): They were 

                                                 
305 María Rosas, Tepoztlán: Crónica de desacatos y resistencia, (México: Biblioteca ERA, 1997), 16-17.  
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the residents of Tepoztlán.  The project could not proceed without the authorization of the 

Tepoztlán municipal government to transfer the soil rights of their communal forests and 

properties to the developmental corporation.  Despite a widespread publicity campaign 

and promises of jobs as gardeners, plumbers, electricians, and laborers, the Tepoztecans 

refused to relinquish their rights.  As they did so, they drew on a long history of 

environmental activism and solid community conservation.   

Tepoztlán and its national park are both exceptional and ordinary.  On one hand, 

Tepoztlán suggests a unique example of solid environmental activism, yet 

simultaneously, Tepoztlán is a classic Mexican village.   This chapter reveals the 

persistence of environmental ideas in the community first through a discussion of the golf 

course controversy and the portrayals of the conflict in the media.  It will then turn to 

descriptions of Tepoztlán and how natural beauty merged with religious sites to create a 

park worthy of national regard.  The idea of national patrimony and sacred space as part 

of the federal park declaration strategy will also be addressed.  Next, I will analyze the 

specific attention given to Tepoztlán by anthropologists including the political and 

property disputes occurring before and after the park declaration.  Finally, I will return to 

issues of appropriating and articulating spirituality and nature on a federal level and place 

the lessons of Tepoztlán within a broader international framework.   

Park officials looked towards natural spaces and religious buildings to capture 

national holy sites while local residents sought to maintain sovereignty over their 

common resources in order to decide how resources would be used and conserved.    

Many citizens harbored a deep affection for nature and a cultural appreciation for the 
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environment of their nation.  As national pride swelled with the social reforms of the 

revolution, reformers used affinities for forests, natural wonders, and nature’s bounty as 

part of the rhetoric of unity that sought to bring together a society ravished by civil war 

and inequality.  Few historians have recognized these ideas and actions as a type of 

environmentalism.306  

 

A Traditional Community Confronts a Modern Golf Facility 

In late 1995, activists in Tepoztlán escalated their objections to the golf course.  

They joined together, took hostages, and demanded the resignation of the mayor allowing 

the project.  Tepoztlán’s protestors contained a mixed alliance of wealthy residents who 

desired to preserve the quaint atmosphere of their town and campesinos who resented the 

possible intrusion into their resources.  They replaced the mayor with a seven member 

council and rallied to defeat the imposition of a golf course inside their national park.307  

These local residents maintained that there would be no development, modern or 

                                                 
306 Environmental justice scholars have noted the higher incidence of environmental toxins and hazards 
near lower class communities or minority populations making these populations reactive about 
environmental issues.  Giovanna Di Chiro argues that while so-called Worldwatchers (World Bank, 
NAFTA, WTO, etc.) claim the universality of human populations, environmental justice activists also 
promote multicultural alliances because they believe environmental problems are the ultimate equalizers.  
Di Chiro addresses recent environmental organizing around justice issues, not early ideas about 
conservation to prevent them.  Giovanna Di Chiro, “Beyond Ecoliberal “Common Futures” Environmental 
Justice, Toxic Touring, and a Transcommunal Politics of Place” in Race, Nature, and the Politics of 
Difference, eds. Donald S. Moore, Jake Kosek, and Anand Pandian, 204-232 (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2003). For an overview of the development of environmental justice as a movement in the U.S., see 
Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and the Rise of the 
Environmental Justice Movement,(New York: New York University Press, 2001).  
307Sam Dillon, “Golf Course Inflames Mexican Town” New York Times, September 6, 1995. In a similar 
episode also related to land and resource autonomy, one hundred villagers occupied the mansion of 
Guillermo de Jesús Occelli, the brother-in-law of the former President Carlos Salinas de Gortari. Although 
Occilli claimed he had legitimate title, the campesinos claimed the mansion was constructed on village 
lands.  See Anthony DePalma “Income Gap in Mexico Grows, and So Do Protests” New York Times, July 
20, 1996.  
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otherwise, if the resources necessary for their survival—namely forests and water—were 

compromised by granting their use to outside interests.  Individual opportunities the golf 

course might provide tempted many residents, offering the right to lead tourists up to the 

pyramid or to sell their vegetables to the new restaurants. Yet, a group of elders, teachers, 

ejidatarios, and social activists began to ask important questions.  When did communal 

land become eligible for resale? Where would the water for the golf course and the 

gardens come from?  What would the fertilizers and pesticides do to our crops? Isn’t 

Tepozteco a national park?  These questions and the unresolved issues they revealed 

began to unite the community around the cause of their common future.308   

Angry villagers who ousted the municipal president for rubber-stamping the plans 

aroused the attention of the New York Times.  This newspaper, along with many others, 

claimed the golf course rejection exemplified how the residents “cling to the village’s 

peasant traditions.”309  These reporters noted attributes that signified antiquity like the 

“ancient Nahuatl language still heard in the marketplace” or the rocks and barbed wire 

they used as weapons, but they overlooked the fibers of an environmental and moral 

authority stretching back to specific moments in national history.310  The residents did 

not, as their competitors claimed, reject modernity or refuse to participate in their 

nation’s march towards development and entry into the first world. The residents were 

not grasping desperately for the past or ignoring modernity, but indeed they were drawing 

on an important tradition of environmental activism that had characterized their village 

                                                 
308 Rosas, Tepoztlán, 19-20. 
309 Dillon, “Golf Course.”  
310 Magda Bogin, “Skirmishes from Mexico’s Golf War” New York Times October 8, 1995.  Bogin 
identifies herself as a Tepoztlán resident, living their on and off for thirty years.   
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since at least the 1920s. The New York Times writers portrayed residents as traditional 

relics of a past when Indians lived in harmony with the land.  Reporters gave Tepoztecans 

little credit for advocating experience based conservation or developing their own plans 

to utilize the benefits of their natural resources, instead they were portrayed as Indians 

with a persistent, innate allegiance to the natural world who opposed a modern golf 

course that would disrupt singular past continuity.     

While Tepoztecans held no innate environmentalism, they did have a past that 

empowered them environmentally.  The social revolution of the 1930s gave Tepoztecans 

the rights to their communal land, but merely crediting the revolution obscures the 

specificity of the process.  The particular aspects of the revolution that dealt with natural 

resources empowered these villagers and responded to the concerns of campesinos 

nationwide.   Before President Cárdenas declared the municipality a national park in 

1937, residents discussed and debated the merits of conserving their forest resources.  

When campesino ecological consciousness became coded into revolutionary law, the 

community gained a foothold from which they could determine the future of the 

community’s resources.   The forest remaining in 1995 stood because of the convergence 

of ideas about conservation that found expression in a national park declaration in the 

1930s.  Local ideas became enveloped by federal policy, with neither local nor federal 

interests imposing complete authority. Defense of the forest against a golf course 

belonged to a larger tradition of residents claiming power over their future—not clinging 

to the distant past.  
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 Tepoztlán represents a case of an ecologically activist community with various 

experiences of organizing against threats to local ideas about a proper, sustainable, 

livable environment.  Community activists, campesinos, vendors, politicians, foreign ex-

patriots, and others spoke out about the loss of control of their resources and defended 

their national park, or more specifically in their minds, their community’s resident nature.  

This defense took the form of pushing out non-local intrusions and it also meant locals 

explained to the federal government how they intended to use their resources, and not 

always to preserve them.  Villagers took pride that the nature around their community 

made it special.  Certainly divisions existed and not all residents agreed on issues of 

conservation, but strikingly, some degree of conservation often won out.  This ecological 

consciousness does not characterize all communities that received parks, but it reveals, in 

a certain context, how local people appreciated the natural wealth of their community and 

thought it worthy of defense against intrusion.  While some locals resented national 

parks, Tepoztlán’s story demonstrates that the heritage of parks contains support 

alongside resistance.       

 

Sacred and Common Spaces of Beauty   

Describing National Beauty  

Like many other citizens, the Forestry Department employee Roberto Quirós 

Martínez, felt forests formed sophisticated oases while logged forests signified 

abominations.  He did not differentiate between past human edifices and the natural 

world because both held importance for park creation.  When Quirós noted the variety of 
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parks established by 1939, he did not separate attributes into categories of historic or 

natural, cultural or biological.  For him, each park had its own particular importance, 

sometimes because of the picturesque springs or beautiful forests, other times because of 

the ruins of old monasteries, the lava rock formations, or the snowy peaks.  Pre-

Columbian pyramids, archeological relics, or stalactites and stalagmites each provided 

justification for a park.  Quirós noted that with comfortable roads, lodging, benches, 

running water, and bathrooms, these sites would easily wake great interest in tourism and 

offer unforgettable memories to travelers.311  The “forestry spirit” that Quirós hoped the 

Forestry Department would foster merged the natural and historic aspects of his native 

land, and embraced the embellishment and enjoyment of such places with modern 

amenities.  National parks indicated a particular convergence of the natural, the historic, 

and the spiritual that made a place both beautiful and national.   

By calling the landscape beautiful and conceptualizing it as wondrous, foresters 

tried to unify the country under a cultural patrimony of pride.  Revolutionaries reclaimed 

nature through the economic resources of oil and land, but they also knew that not every 

citizen would get access to the profits of those resources.  They complemented the 

economic agenda with a cultural one to promote national gratification.  One way of doing 

so was through the beauty of their surroundings.312  Every park declaration in the 1930s 

used beauty as a justification for the park. Seeing nature as beauty gave these 

                                                 
311 Roberto Quirós Martínez, “Los parques nacionales y el espíritu forestal” El Nacional, February 12, 
1939.  
312 See Appendix A.  
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revolutionaries another point of entry into the lives of the millions of campesinos who 

lived out their lives in that beautiful nature.   

Idolizing the beauty of nature was not a revolutionary invention; Spanish 

explorers astounded at the landscapes of New Spain and nineteenth century landscape 

artists reproduced nature’s aesthetic.313  That revolutionaries seized on the beauty of the 

landscape as an attribute worthy of promoting mirrored what others before them had 

done—promote the worthiness of a lovely natural landscape.  Beauty appeared readily in 

cultural renderings of the territory and nation, but in other ways how the revolutionaries 

promoted the beauty of nature intoned inclusion and national prestige in new ways.  The 

majesty and endowment of nature served as an indisputable point upon which every 

citizen could agree; irreverent detractors that ruined nature for self-serving purposes then 

deserved punishment. Natural beauty served as a natural resource, ripe for the promotion 

of the nation and the unification of disparate peoples.   

Tepoztlán contained several features Quirós noted as park worthy.  It held 

architectural remnants linked to Pre-Columbian peoples, large stands of forests, and 

dramatic geologic relief.  According to legend, the ancient deity Tepoztecatl (or 

Ometochtli) resided in a pyramid high upon the ridge.  Tepoztecatl guarded the region 

and spread his powers as far south as Guatemala.  When Antonio Sosa, an engineer with 

                                                 
313 Two authoritative works on nature, representation, and race in Latin America are Mary Louise Pratt, 
Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, (London: Routledge, 1992), and Deborah Poole, 
Vision, Race, Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean World, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1997).  The paintings of José María Velasco and the maps of Antonio García Cubas are examples of 
nineteenth century Mexican nationals representing their national landscapes.  See Craib, Cartographic 
Mexico; Justino Fernández, Arte moderno y contemporáneo de México, José María Velasco, (Toluca, 
México: Monografías de Arte, 1976) and Alfonso Sánchez Arteche, Velasco íntimo y legendario, (Toluca, 
México: Instituto Mexiquense de Cultura, 1992).  
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the Forestry Department described these legends in a 1938 newspaper article, he made 

multiple references to the ancient Greeks, comparing the pyramid to an acropolis, and the 

deities to Greek polytheism.314  Sosa drew on these comparisons to embellish the cultural 

patrimony of the site and distinguish for the reader the difference between ancient, 

sophisticated indigenous beliefs, and the Indians they knew as peasants in their daily 

lives.  Sosa also explained that the end of the Tepoztecatl cult came with the Dominican 

friars who worked ceaselessly to convert the Indians to Catholicism.  Sosa claimed the 

friars performed the first baptisms at the base of the pyramid before constructing the 

Santa María Tepoztlán Church and convent in the valley.  Sosa then explained that 

Charles V granted the dominion of Tepoztlán to Hernán Cortés, who later passed it to his 

son, Martín.   

Sosa has chosen to include these prestigious and religious events within his 

description of the national park for strategic reasons. The existence of a distant religious 

cult adorned the park, as did the presence of Catholic priests and a heritage that could 

claim residence of the first symbolic Mexican, the child of Malinche and Hernán Cortés.   

As a representative of the revolutionary government, Sosa selectively claimed the past as 

part of the revolution. Through marking the territory and telling a selective history of the 

area, he took the sacred space of Tepoztlán and forged it into a national symbol, a park. 

While this history set the stage, the majority of Sosa’s comments focused on the wealth 

of flora and topography in the area.  With these historic, and natural, attributes, Sosa 

                                                 
314 Antonio H. Sosa, “Parque Nacional de “El Tepozteco”” El Nacional Mexico City, January 22, 1938 and 
February 5, 1938 and “El Parque Nacional de “El Tepozteco”” Protección a la Naturaleza Vol. 2 no. 1 
(September 1937), 2-13. 
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could easily justify a park there.  Like his superiors, Forestry Department head Quevedo 

and President Cárdenas, Sosa merged the cultural and the natural patrimony in promoting 

this park.315  In doing so, these men sought state control over the natural resources of the 

area, but they also appropriated the place’s past and shaped it into a narrative that proved 

their revolutionary righteousness. 

Revolutionaries appealed to the aesthetic sensibilities of their literate audience 

and the imaginations of their readers.   Sosa, Quirós, and other park promoters repeatedly 

referred to the beauty of the parks to justify their conservation agenda. Within the context 

of declaring national parks, natural beauty described particular attributes.  Beauty meant 

embracing sites of curious or particular originality but also those that represented 

important aspects of Mexicanness. Temperate, coniferous forests dominated the 

declarations while monumental natural features—volcanoes, cliffs, canyons, and caves 

often made it into parks.  Proximity mattered, in terms of closeness to the capital, but 

beauty did not mark a simple and stagnant idea.  Parks encompassed living resources and 

living communities who aimed to use those resources for their livelihoods.  While 

forestry officials were sometimes amenable to small usage, they also recognized that 

cutting down trees in a park sacrificed some of the beauty they aimed to protect.  This did 

not mean that foresters themselves failed to take advantage of park resources. 

 The Tepoztlán park boundaries reveal the attention paid by administrators to the 

integrity of the community, one of the attractive features of the area.  Sosa’s article 
                                                 
315 Sosa and Quevedo investigated filming a movie at Tepoztlán, recognizing that the area contained vast 
importance to the nation because of its natural, geological, botanical, archeological and folkloric elements.  
The movie filmed in the area contained the picturesque valley and the “holy” (santísima) Tepoztlán Ridge. 
Sosa explained that the vast basalt pillars of the ridge made a colossal mural of different towers and peaks 
produced by erosion. Antonio Sosa to Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, n.d. AGN: SARH, 1467, 1/4307.   
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contained a map that notes that the boundaries of the park follow exactly the municipality 

of Tepoztlán.316  The lines are irregular, but respect the communal lands of surrounding 

communities including Yautepec, Coajalmulco, Tlanepantla, and Tejalpa, the ejido of 

Santa Catarina and the hacienda Oacalco.317 These communities had a total of 4,714 

people and 23,800 hectares of property, with 6,000 to 8,000 hectares of that territory in 

communal forests.318  Inside the park resided seven churches that corresponded to each of 

the communities in the municipality.  Individual communities or villages commonly 

supported their own churches, but the designation of a park including overtly religious 

spaces held a particularly important purpose given the political atmosphere of the time.  

The revolution had abolished the Church in theory which sparked some of the most 

vehement counterrevolutionary activity most notably in the violent Cristero Rebellion.319  

Though prohibited, Catholicism or religiosity did not disappear.  By incorporating 

churches into an overtly national space, the government nationalized those spaces and 

simultaneously naturalized them.  The park also included the high peaks that denoted the 

culmination of the natural ridges.  Both peaks and churches qualified as patrimony and 

                                                 
316 The full village name is Santa María Tepoztlán but it is rarely called that.   The name means “place 
where copper abounds” or alternately, “place where metal abounds”.  
317 The boundaries were not without dispute see the Appropriating the Park section of this chapter about the 
dispute between Milpa Alta (Tejalpa) and Tepoztlán.  
318 The communities that make up the municipality of Tepoztlán include: Tepoztlán, Ixcatepec, San Andrés 
de la Cal, Santiago Tepetlapa, Amatlán, Santa Catarina, and Santo Domingo.  Churches were Iglesia de 
Santo Domingo, Iglesia de Santiago Tepetlapa, Iglesia de Amatlán, Iglesia de Tepoztlán, Iglesia de 
Ixcaltepec, Iglesia de Santa Catarina, and Iglesia de San Andrés de la Cal.  The peaks were Chichinautzin 
(3,420m) and Otlayucan (3,170 m).  Information from the map in Sosa, El Tepozteco Protección a la 
Naturaleza and also from the text, page 12.   Tepoztlán was not alone in national parks that included sacred 
spaces or churches within their boundaries.  See also National Park Molino de Flores Netzahualcóyotl in 
Texcoco, “Se crea un nuevo Parque Nacional.” Excelsior, Mexico City, November 7, 1937, which 
contained the legendary baths of the “lord of natural beauty.”  
319 Jean Meyer, The Cristero Rebellion: The Mexican People Between Church and State1926-1929, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976). 
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deserved recognition by the national government.  These two types of natural and 

religious spaces formed part of the national landscape of conservation.  

Accordingly, Cárdenas, Quevedo, and Sosa, saw that the region became a national 

park because they admired the geologic, botanical, archeological, and legendary 

aspects.320  Sosa explained that there existed no comparison elsewhere in the country to 

the legendary and amazing beauty of the Tepoztlán range. He claimed that the only place 

dignified enough to merit a close comparison to the Tepoztlán landscape was Montserrat, 

Spain.  At the highest peak in the range resided the pyramid of Tepoztlán, a “beautiful 

archeological gem whose value for the history of our disappeared races is incalculable” 

and which dated from the twelfth or thirteenth century.  Sosa’s choice of words including, 

beauty, value, and race, reveal just how he sought to reclaim the past and use it for their 

state project.  By claiming the remnants of a culture eight hundred years past as part of 

“our history” Sosa reinforced the importance of the space and the inclusion of that 

heritage into the national patrimony.  Revolutionaries regularly glorified indigenous roots 

during the Cárdenas period but the larger part of his statement justified the glory of 

nature as well and the appropriation of a historic space for current, and future, ends.321  

While he naturalized the human remnants in the park, Sosa also made an effort to 

humanize nature and pull both into the national patrimony.  He pointed out that one of the 
                                                 
320 Sosa, “El Parque Nacional de “El Tepozteco”” Protección a la Naturaleza, 2-13.  All references to Sosa 
in this section come from this article.   
321 While an important phenomena, it is not my intention to discuss indigenismo at length here as there are 
many studies already do so.  See Alan Knight, “Racism, Revolution, and Indigenismo: Mexico, 1910-
1940,” in The Idea of Race in Latin America, 1870-1940, ed. Richard Graham (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1990); Alexander Dawson, Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico, (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 2004);  Stephen Lewis, The Ambivalent Revolution: Forging State and Nation in Chiapas, 
1910-1945, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005); María Elinor Olin Muñoz,  “‘They are 
as Mexican as we’: Luís Echeverría Álvarez and the Politics of Indigenismo, 1970-1976,” unpublished 
M.A. Thesis, University of Nebraska, Lincoln, 2004.   
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pillars on the northern ridge was known as Tlacatepetl, or the Hill of Man.  In his 

description of the various peaks and hills that writhed their way across the ridge, he 

likened them to a crumbling wall, deteriorating with the ravages of time, but just like the 

village, the wall persisted and survived.  

 Figure 22: Map of Tepozteco National Park Project, 
Antonio Sosa Protección a la Naturaleza, Sept 1937, 2. 

 
 
Sosa and Quirós both implied a sense of sacredness in addition to beauty.  But, 

what makes a space sacred and who determines why it is so?  Churches are sacred 

because of their role as sites of worship.322  Pre-Columbian pyramids deserved respect 

                                                 
322 Evidence demonstrates that the declaration of parks in historic or sacred spaces was not unique to 
Mexico.  Argentina, in 1937 declared a national park “Criollo “Ricardo Güiraldes”” to honor the life of a 
literary master and preserve his gaucho life.  The park had a colonial museum, a wooden watchtower, and a 
hacienda with livestock, and was created 100 km northwest of Buenos Aires.  See Enrique Udaondo, 
“Algunos Parques de América: El Parque Criollo “Ricardo Güiraldes”” Boletín de la Unión Panamericana, 
December 1938.  Palmares, the largest and most famous runaway slave community in Brazil, was declared 
a national park in 1974, see John Burdick, “Brazil’s Black Consciousness Movement” NACLA: Report on 
the Americas 25:4 (1992): 23-27.  A Caribbean plantation was established as a national park in 1970s, see 
Karen Fog Olwig and Kenneth Olwig, “Underdevelopment and the Development of “Natural” Park 
Ideology” Antipode 11:2 (1979):16-25.  Even the civil war battlefields of the United States administered by 
the U.S. National Park Service might be considered part of this trend.  What is interesting and unique for 
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because of their past importance, although that did not protect them from the 

reconstructions of archaeologists or the trampling of curious tourists.  Natural spaces 

earned holy designations where they coincided with ancient legends or with sites of 

historic importance.   High volcanic peaks also garnered a degree of sacredness because 

of their place in the collective imaginary, the sheer difficulty of ascending them, and the 

awe sparked by their presence.  Climbers marked nearly all high peaks, not with 

geological survey markers, but with crosses or shrines.  A place like Tepoztlán 

encompassed the church, the Aztec temple, the forest, and the struggles over the 

imposition and embrace of modernity.  Tepoztlán provides an important case study 

because it blurred the categories of religious, historic, and natural, compiling all of them 

within a space deemed national  

Picturing Sacred Nationalism 

In addition to verbal descriptions of the park as a religious site, several photos 

reveal the likenesses between the natural form and the Catholic built environment.  In 

Sosa’s article, a picture of a church steeple with the spires of the landscape reaching 

behind it and the fronds of a tree reaching up beside it naturalized the church and 

spiritualized the landscape.  The empty street and stark, linear building facing the church 

provided a contrast between a barren, isolated edifice and the sacred harmony of the 

church and the mountains.  

                                                                                                                                                 
the Mexican case is the lack of division, at least until INAH is created, between natural and historic sites 
and the existence of both as important categories for the declaration of a park.    
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 Figure 23: A unifying natural setting. 
Sosa, “El Parque Nacional “El Tepozteco,” 9. 

 

Likening the religious structures to nature was not only a photographic anomaly 

done by an amateur, the professional photographer Hugo Brehme saw the mountains as 

the appropriate parallel to the religious buildings as well. In Brehme’s image, the moss 

covered spires of the church rooftop mirrored the ridge behind it, naturalizing the 

building and marking the mountain as sacred.  Since Brehme only displayed the upper 

level of the church, he emphasized the height of both the geologic and the human built 

landscape.  The sliver of sky at the top places the ridge at the culmination.  The blending 

of the natural and the religious unify this image.    An earlier photograph captured an 

excursion to the pyramid on top of the ridge. Several Indian or campesino men clustered 

on the southern edge of the pyramid, looking down the mountainside and perhaps into the 

valley with the town below.  A single man dressed in white, faced the camera on the side 

of the pyramid flush to the thick forest vegetation.  Rare photos of the park included 

people within the image, and interestingly they stood at the peak, on a historic structure, 

surrounded by varied nature on both sides.  Clearly, the relationship between nature and 
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religion effaced more than a written metaphor, in this particular location, nature and 

spirituality formed part of the daily lived experience.   

 

 Figure 24: Hugo Brehme, The 
roof of the Convent of Tepoztlán, with architectural detail, hill of Tepozteco behind, ca. 1930. Fototeca 
Nacional del INAH. 
 

 Figure 25: Manuel Torres, 
Tepoztlán Pyramid, ca. 1910. Fototeca Nacional del INAH. 
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The common revolutionary ethic of nature did not divide between the human and 

non-human worlds.  For example, government officials viewed replanted forests, 

introduced fish, and reconstructed rivers as natural attributes although they knew human 

interference altered them.  Cárdenas and Quevedo, and Sosa and Galicia, knew nature 

when they saw and felt it and they wanted to cloak their capital city in vestiges of 

nature.323  Nature was not a distant imaginary but instead something that they could see 

and reach.  They wanted to protect the spaces that gave them spiritual rejuvenation and to 

ensure spaces where the air remained clear.324  They revered these partially natural 

spaces by denoting them as beautiful. Not surprisingly, this beauty existed most 

prevalently in the central corridor where the true Mexican geography loomed and where

the stories of national history played out.  The cultural power of beauty created a system

of parks to mark specific mountains, lakes, caverns, and forests.  Recognizing these 

spaces also cloaked them in the narrative of national history.  These parks encircled huge 

population centers rather than isolated areas of distant Yucatán or Chihuahua.  The power

of beauty appealed to the masses, to the whims of politicians, to entrepreneurs and to

citizens willing to privilege some spaces over o

 

 

 

 

thers.   

                                                

 

 
323 Porfirian scientists, including Quevedo, had shown these predilections before in Mexico City.  See 
Claudia Agostini, Monuments of Progress: Modernization and Public Health in Mexico City, 1876-1910, 
(Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2003),  Ramona Pérez Bertruy, “La constitución de paseos y 
jardines públicos modernos en la ciudad de Mexico durante el Porfiriato: Una experiencia social” in Los 
espacios públicos de la ciudad siglos XVII y XIX, eds. Carlos Aguirre Anaya, Marcela Cávalas, María 
Amparo Pos, 314-334 (Mexico: Casa Juan Pablo, 2002); Ramona Isabel Pérez Bertruy, “Parques y jardines 
públicos de la Ciudad de México, 1881-1911” (PhD diss., El Colegio de México, 2003), Emily Wakild, 
“Naturalizing Modernity.”   
324 Carlos Fuentes’s first novel opens with a description of Mexico City.  One of the central characters is 
named Ixca, closely similar to the volcano Izta.  Carlos Fuentes, La región más transparente del aire, 
(México: Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1958). 
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Parks and Patrimony  

Tepoztlán provides one example where cultural—religious, indigenous, pre-

columbian, peasant, and national traditions—merged with the natural world.  By 

declaring a national park around the mountain range and the village of Tepoztlán, the 

Cárdenas government sought to solidify the unity of cultural and natural patrimony and 

not to divide and segregate them.  This compartmentalization happened later in the 

twentieth century when the park administration moved into the Ministry of Agriculture, 

and the National Institute for Anthropology and History (INAH) took charge of 

pyramids, colonial churches, and other historic sites.  The division of the natural from the 

cultural never occurred inevitably nor was it part of the social project of the revolution 

that promoted unity through inclusion.  Fortifying the environment as an important aspect 

of the patrimony stood as an ambitious goal for the Cárdenas administration, and only the 

turn towards industrialization and modernization would divide this solid foundation.   

Administrators used historical and natural spaces that made up the collective past 

to solidify and consolidate images of the present and future.   A national patrimony, an 

endowment belonging to ancestors, reveals attempts to both imagine unity and to control 

the future with the past.325  Creating patrimony means selecting some spaces and 

memories over others.  By deeming certain buildings, stories, artistic expressions, and 

biologic organisms as part of the collective patrimony, government officials excluded 

others and left them to disappear from recognition by future generations.  State 

intervention in tourism, museums, curriculum, and park declaration sorted and classified 

                                                 
325 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 2d 
ed. (London: Verso, [1983] 1991).  
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particular types of knowledge ranking the chosen against the left behind.326  In part, 

Cárdenas and his reformers predicated the social phase of the revolution on the 

integration of Indians into the collective nation through the promotion of the concept of 

Indigenismo.  Weaving a national story necessarily left out local differences, excluding 

them from the narrative, but how this occurred and whether or not it was successful 

remain subjects of much debate.327  Federal policies, even ones predicated on inclusion, 

barely encapsulated the many Mexicos of the territory. 

These issues have garnered recent attention by some of Mexico’s most prominent 

historians and social commentators.  Enrique Florescano credits the revolution for the 

creation of a notion of national patrimony and inducing its acceptance in the majority of 

the population.328  Guillermo Bonfil Batalla agrees, but expresses at least four factors that 

maintain cultural distinctions within the nation: the persistence of dozens of indigenous 

groups with their own cultures; the existence of regional cultures; the contrast between 

rural and urban cultures; and different cultures corresponding to diverse social classes.  

Bonfil Batalla pleads for the acceptance of this pluricultural diffusion as significant parts 

                                                 
326 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, (New York: Pantheon 
Books, [1970]1971); Berger, The Development of Mexico’s Tourism Industry.  See also Errington, Death of 
Authentic Primitive Art, 172.  She points out that the building itself, which has two levels for each pre-
Columbian era culture, one in the past and one in the present, except, notably, for that of the Mexica which 
only holds the past grandeur in a high ceiling room.  This blending of the Mexica past into the Mexican 
present promotes the idea that every Mexican can claim that magnificent heritage and live with it presently.   
327 Dawson, Indian and Nation; Lewis Ambivalent Revolution.  See also Mary Kay Vaughan and Stephen 
Lewis, eds. The Eagle and the Virgin: Nation and Cultural Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940, (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2006).  
328 Enrique Florescano, “El patrimonio nacional. Valores, usos, estudio y difusión,” in El Patrimonio 
Nacional de México I: Biblioteca Mexicana, ed. Enrique Florescano, 15-27 (México: Consejo Nacional 
Para La Cultura y Las Artes, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1997), 17.  
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of the national cultural patrimony.329  Néstor García Canclini points out that the job of a 

national patrimony is not only to rescue “authentic” objects but also to recognize those 

that are culturally representative.330  In Canclini’s view, government officials promoted 

cultural diffusion through schools and cultural projects but rarely based their actions on 

what the people who received the programs thought and did.  Particularly in the Cárdenas 

period, the politics of culture looked to combine elite culture and popular culture into one 

system and to use that to move beyond divisions in the country.  Cultural politics worked 

alongside agrarian reform, industrial development, and rural education to merge a divided 

society into one that saw unity in its multiplicity.  

 Florescano, Canclini, and Bonfil Batalla are interested in the cultural patrimony 

materially and symbolically constructed by different groups.  The diversity of these 

groups and in large part the exclusion of Indian heritage in the national narrative bothers 

these authors.  They pay far less attention to the role of the natural patrimony in 

constructing the national imaginary.  While other authors in the same volume, including 

Victor M. Toledo, Jerry Rzedowsk, Pedro Reyes Castillo, and Enrique Montes de Oca do 

pay attention to the natural wealth of Mexico, this biological diversity is viewed as a 

natural endowment, as Humboldt and other Europeans saw it, and not as a 
                                                 
329 Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, “Nuestro patrimonio cultural: un laberinto de significados,” in El Patrimonio 
Nacional de México I: Biblioteca Mexicana, ed. Enrique Florescano, 28-56 (México: Consejo Nacional 
Para La Cultura y Las Artes, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1997), 34-36.  
330 Néstor García Canclini, “El patrimonio cultural de México y la construcción imaginaria de lo nacional,” 
in El Patrimonio Nacional de México I: Biblioteca Mexicana, ed. Enrique Florescano, 57-86 (México: 
Consejo Nacional Para La Cultura y Las Artes, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1997), pp. 85-86. Canclini 
calls for a more inclusive patrimony that takes into account conflict and the voices of indigenous peoples, 
campesinos, migrants and other groups whose culture has not been incorporated because their inclusion 
would help affirm the nation and unify the cohesion of a project of historic solidarity.  Mary Kay Vaughan 
also notes the ability of local groups to appropriate state projects in their own ways, Cultural Politics in 
Revolution and “Nationalizing the Countryside: Schools and Rural Communities in the 1930s” p. 157-175 
in Vaughan and Lewis, Eagle and the Virgin.  
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complementary construction also used to build a national imaginary.331   The ecological 

patrimony merited mentioning in the collection, but it was not subjected to the same 

scrutiny of use that other aspects such as linguistics or artistic expression receive.   Yet, 

this was not how their predecessors viewed the environment.  In the Cárdenas era, nature 

existed alongside culture, not apart from it.  

When revolutionary legislators combined a natural space with an indigenous 

sacred space, they articulated that space as part of the past, called it a museum, and 

depicted it as quaint and viewable, not vivid and contemporary.332  Yet, residents in the 

area contradicted this passivity by continuing to live their daily lives within this museum.  

They scaled the ridge and stood on the pyramid, they attended mass in the churches, they 

organized charcoal production and sale, and they took pride in the park at the same time.  

By naturalizing a space, some bureaucrats may have intended to dehumanize it but the 

empowering forces of the revolution gave residents the wherewithal to resist that 

dehumanization.   In the 1930s deciding the pyramids’ administrators, the Secretary of 

Public Education or the Forestry Department, involved plenty of bureaucratic wrangling 

that demonstrates the unclear divisions between culture and nature.333  Archeology as a 

discipline started in earnest in these years with the intention of recuperating the 

indigenous past for instruction in the present but forestry also took hold.     

                                                 
331 Craib, Cartographic Mexico; Poole, Vision, Race, Modernity.  
332 Tepoztlán park declaration, Diario Oficial, January 22, 1937.  
333 Gonzalo Vázquez Vela, Memoria de la Secretaria de Educación Publica Septiembre de 1938 a Agosto 
de 1939 Presentada al H. Congreso de la Unión Por El. C. Secretario Del Ramo Lic. Gonzalo Vázquez 
Vela, SEP, Boletín;  José Reygadas Vértiz, August 9, 1932, SEP, Departamento de Bellas Artes, Dirección 
de Monumentos Artísticos, Arqueológicos e Históricos, caja 44. 
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On another level, parks like Tepoztlán included a spiritual side of nature 

adoration.  Conflicts over religion came out of the revolution and had not been resolved 

by the time the Cárdenas government created national parks.  Numerous scholars have 

noted the persistence of popular religion throughout the decades of social revolution and 

the concessions by the federal government to local belief structures.334  The existence of 

local spirituality formed an area of weakness for Cárdenas in regions from Sonora to the 

Yucatán, particularly where it coincided with entrenched local political interests.  With 

this in mind, the recognition by the Forestry Department of churches within and around 

national parks holds significant symbolism.  Federal officials naturalized Catholic 

churches, many still in high use, as national spaces, and simultaneously monumentalized 

them as relics of the past alongside Pre-Columbian temples.  Planners included more than 

natural spaces when creating a patrimony of parks because nature and culture overlapped 

in significant ways.  Anthropologists and outside observers observed these local nuances. 

 

Tepoztlán: Studied, Restudied, Reconsidered, Analyzed, and Recycled  

Unlike the vibrant scenery of Popo and Izta, Tepoztlán became famous for the 

residents of the village at the base of the mountain range.  Tepoztlán has been studied, 
                                                 
334 The classic religious conflict of the revolution is the Cristero rebellion, see Meyer.  For more regional 
studies of religious and political challenges to Cárdenas see Marjorie Becker, Setting the Virgin on 
Fire:Lázaro Cárdenas, Michoacán Peasants, and the Redemption of the Mexican Revolution, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1995); Adrian Banjes, As if Jesus Walked on Earth;  Edward Wright-Rios, 
“Piety and Progress: Vision, Shrine, and Society in Oaxaca, 1887-1934” (Ph.D. diss, University of 
California, San Diego, 2004).  Some of the best work on local religiosity has been published by Paul 
Vanderwood, see The Power of God Against the Guns of Government: Religious Upheaval in Mexico at the 
Turn of the Nineteenth Century, (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998) and Juan Soldado: 
Rapist, Murderer, Martyr, Saint, (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2004).  While I am not suggesting 
a particular link between Catholic beliefs and nature to counter the supposed Protestant ethic of wilderness, 
I believe more research should be done on the connections between popular religiosity and environmental 
ideas.  
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restudied, reconsidered, analyzed, and celebrated.  Foreign and domestic observers have 

given this small community an astonishing amount of attention, and it remains a classic 

case of a community changing and not-changing from the pressures of modernization.  

Early on, the village marked an example of the shift from rural into urban that came to 

signify the overarching transitions of the twentieth century.  Anthropologists asked how 

the influx of modern technologies changed a culture, and how individuals and 

communities dealt with a changing world around them.  Tepoztlán’s location, and its 

ethnic composition, made it one of the most studied villages in the country.335  In none of 

the studies did the references to national parks figure largely as changes, but in all of 

them the writers revealed a pride by the locals in the beauty of their setting and the 

bounty of resources nature provided for them.   Perhaps the presence of outsiders 

studying and documenting the lives of the residents furthered their own pride in their 

heritage and community, perhaps that pride already existed and the scholars merely 

picked up on it.  Either way, the community members held a high degree of ecological 

consciousness and devotion to the environmental protection of their national park.   

Robert Redfield, a classical anthropologist, gathered ethnographic material from 

the town and surrounding villages in 1926 and 1927.336  The folk ways of the rural 

community interested Redfield as did the changes it underwent through contact with 

                                                 
335 Emiliano Zapata’s Anenencuilco might be the only other example of a equivalent small community 
receiving a disproportionate amount of attention from scholars, foreign and domestic alike.  See Paul Hart, 
Bitter Harvest: The Social Transformation of Morelos, Mexico, and the Origins of the Zapatista 
Revolution, 1840-1910, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005); Alicia Hernández Chávez, 
Anenecuilco, memória y vida de un pueblo, (México: El Colégio de México, 1991); John Womack, Zapata 
and the Mexican Revolution, (New York: Knopf, 1969); Warman, We come to object. 
336 Robert Redfield, Tepoztlán, A Mexican Village: A Study of Folk Life, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1930). 
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urban culture because of the entrance of roads, electricity, and other technology.  He 

made numerous observations about the environmental setting and the importance of the 

woods and springs to the town.  Oscar Lewis, another anthropologist concerned with the 

study of peasantry, restudied the village in 1943 and again in 1956-57 providing the most 

authoritative chronicle detailing village life and changes over time.337  Redfield and 

Lewis approached Tepoztlán from different frames of reference and provide distinct, but 

related, information.  Anthropologist Phillip K. Bock reconsidered the village in the 

1970s arguing that although Lewis emphasized the community’s disillusionment with 

modernization, the strength of the traditional social system persisted.338  Claudio 

Lomnitz, another anthropologist, most recently examined the town in the 1980s with 

attention to how the dynamics of power evolved.  Lomintz’s study, approaching power 

from a Marxist perspective, more explicitly deals with class divisions in the village. 

These detailed examinations of the people and the community provide a wealth of 

historical data for how the community and culture changed along with or despite of the 

revolution.339   

Studying Charcoal and Divided Cooperation 

When treated as primary documents, these anthropological studies provide 

glimpses into an important event that occurred in 1935: The violent culmination of a 
                                                 
337 Oscar Lewis, Life in a Mexican Village: Tepoztlán Restudied, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1951) and Tepoztlán Village in Mexico, (New York: Hold, Rinehart and Winston, 1960).  
338 Phillip K. Bock, “Tepoztlán Reconsidered” Journal of Latin American Lore 6:1(1980), 129-150.  See 
also Manuel Avila’s study comparing change in four villages including Tepoztlán, Tradition and Growth: 
A Study of Four Mexican Villages, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969).  
339 Historian Wendy Waters has also written on Tepoztlán, “Roads, the Carnivalesque and the Mexican 
Revolution: Transforming Modernity in Tepoztlán, 1928-1943” (M.A. thesis, Texas Christian University, 
1994) and “Remapping Identities: Road Construction and Nation Building in Postrevolutionary Mexico”  in 
The Eagle and the Virgin: Nation and Cultural Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940, eds. Mary Kay Vaughan 
and Stephen E. Lewis, 221-242 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006).  
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village controversy over forest resources.  The municipality of Tepoztlán, unlike other 

communities in Morelos, only received one ejido from the federal government, in 1929.  

This ejido, which included 2100 hectares out of the municipalities 23,800, constituted a 

small and relatively minor portion of the village’s communal lands.  Besides the one 

ejido, the community retained a large portion of the forests and sloped lands as 

communal property.   Decisions about how to use the community resources reached a 

climax right before President Cárdenas visited the community and subsequently declared 

the entire municipality a national park.  The conflict included competing ideas about the 

sustainable future of the village and heated local divisions.  

Like many communities after the revolution, internal struggles for power from 

different groups characterized Tepoztecan politics in the 1920s.   Two major factions, 

known as the Bolshevikis and the Centrales diverged on the larger question of whether 

the municipality should seek sustenance from outside or inside the community. In 

Tepoztlán in the early 1930s this question came down to the material debate of what to do 

with the forests.  Should the commercial exploitation of wood be used immediately to 

improve the livelihoods of Tepoztecans or should the forests be preserved to secure the 

future of subsistence for the community?  The Bolshevikis espoused a political ideology 

that sought to end the corrupt political power of certain individuals known as caciques.  

They wanted to promote internal equality for the community, and they defended common 

property by demanding an end to logging in the forests to maintain stability for future 
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generations by keeping the current subsistence at traditional levels.340  The Centrales 

wanted to promote immediate methods out of poverty, and from their perspective, the 

logical way to do so was through the immediate and intense extraction of forest 

products.341   

The Bolshevikis managed to maintain power from 1922 to 1928 until a violent 

shoot out during Carnaval celebrations on February 26, 1928 which left twenty-two dead 

and put an end to Bolsheviki rule.  Out of the carnival shoot-out emerged the Centrales 

leader, Juan Hidalgo.  Hidalgo became municipal president and also the head of the 

charcoal producers cooperative.  In these positions, Hidalgo oversaw the highly profitable 

community industry and retained control over nearly all opportunities for credit in the 

village.  The cooperative, at its peak in 1930, had 500 members (or more than ten percent 

of the entire population), and used traditional carbón making methods but established a 

new political organization to increase its business.  Lomnitz noted that carbón making 

before the cooperative had a social stigma attached to it; it was profitable but required 

men to stay away from home for several days at a time watching the ovens.  This made 

the occupation a last resort for the very poor.  After the creation of the cooperative, this 

stigma no longer held as many villagers wanted to convert the forests to cash.  Hidalgo’s 

cooperative retained a monopoly on transport, through an arrangement with the railroad, 

but allowed residents an opportunity to make up to sixty pesos a week when the average 

                                                 
340 Lewis calls them Bolshevikis and Lomnitz calls them the bolcheviques. Claudio Lomnitz, Evolución de 
una sociedad rural, (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1982).  I have gone with the earlier name.  
341 For more specific details about the community divisions and the centrality of the charcoal debate see 
Lewis, Life in a Mexican Village, 163-165, and Lomnitz, Evolución, 159-176. 
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laborer made two.342  Hidalgo garnered criticism from some residents for his dictatorial 

role as the political and economic leader but others applauded the entrepreneurial 

industry that required little federal intervention and functioned effectively, providing 

security and economic stability for those involved.  The proximity of Tepoztlán to the 

markets of Mexico City and Puebla and even the smaller markets of Cuernavaca and 

Cuautla provided steady demand and the thick forests of the municipality provided a 

solid supply of timber. After six years of production, by 1934, the cooperative produced 

1,209,430 kilos of charcoal for the year.  The community had proved it could provide a 

new industry, organized on a large scale, with high demand and equally high returns.   

Behind a strong and ruthless leader, Tepoztecans organized and empowered 

themselves into a cooperative that took advantage of their collective resources, human 

and natural, and produced a wealth for themselves, shared semi-equitably.343 In some 

senses, President Cárdenas envisioned his cooperatives similarly.344  Yet, Hidalgo’s 

cooperative was not quite what the revolutionaries envisioned—because it had no need 

for the revolutionary state.  Since it lacked this security, the cooperative disintegrated 

almost as quickly as it formed.  A group of men from the village of San Juan aggrieved 

by favoritism within the cooperative, assassinated Juan Hidalgo in 1935.  Retaliation, 

jealousy, and greed played important roles in this violence.  This, and another political 

assassination, put an end to the charcoal cooperative.  Converting the forest from 

                                                 
342 Lomnitz, Evolución, 100.  
343 Some accusations implicated Hidalgo’s rise to power with the carnival murders of 1928.  
344 Forestry cooperatives became a component of Cárdenista forest policy although their real development 
emerged in the 1940s and 1950s. See Bray, Merino-Pérez, and Barry, Community Forests of Mexico.  
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communal woods to national forest ended the local, formal, organized, commercial 

exploitation of the forest.  Charcoal production in 1935 barely reached 137,400 kilos.345   

Suspiciously, the disintegration of a solid local industry occurred in tandem with 

the creation of the national park.346   The cooperative came to this abrupt end shortly after 

the President’s surprise visit to the village a few months later.  Cárdenas appeared to tour 

the area and left impressed with the beauty of the region.  The archeology and the forests 

captivated the President and soon thereafter he declared the entire municipality a national 

park.   While the federal government did not always succeed in imposing its will on the 

peoples and the resources of the country, the stories of park creation are more 

complicated than simple eviction and exclusion.  In this case, the Boshevikis provide an 

important example of local ecological consciousness reflected in a federal declaration.  

This group saw the importance of conserving resources for future generations and was 

able to maintain power for a significant amount of time.  Their eventual loss of control of 

local politics may be attributed to a change of heart of villagers who became willing to 

exploit their environment, or it might be attributed to the machinations and violence of 

caciques like Hidalgo, eager to retain access to the sources of power in the village.  

Hidalgo, like the national foresters, knew that by controlling a village’s resources, one 

could also control the fate of the village and its politics.  The federal political party on 

                                                 
345 Lomnitz, Evolución, 105 and 172-178. Cárdenas also began the expansion of roads into Tepoztlán, the 
real source of modern changes because it allowed the growth of tomato and gladiola production, which 
brought in fertilizers and herbicides which in turn were used on subsistence plots. 
346 There is no direct evidence of federal interference with either the murder of Juan Hidalgo or the final 
collapse of the cooperative.  Neither the anthropologists nor federal records make mention of the possibility 
of federal involvement in Hidalgo’s assassination.   
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which Cárdenas came to power, and its future incarnation, the PNR, learned this lesson 

well, and used direct state control over land, water, oil, and forests to add to its longevity.   

Examples of local political power and resource control provide another example, 

similar to Malinche and Popo and Izta, where the basis for dispute came down to control 

over resources.  Alliances shifted and changed over who got to do what with the 

community’s forests.  Federal bureaucrats co-opted local disagreements to increase the 

dispute-resolving authority of the revolutionary government.  Resource disputes also 

involved struggles of local versus local interests, not merely federal versus local.  As in 

the previous examples, the existence of local conflict often signaled deep seated opinions 

about the environment, not merely resistance to a national park.  Parks neither started nor 

solved resource disputes; they served as a point of federalizing conflict and diffusing 

local confrontation by imposing a bureaucratic and legal structure.   

 

Analyzing Boundary Disputes 

Parks, like ejidos, involved more people in local disputes and provoked new 

tensions, most often around boundary lines and resource allocation. Like in other parks, 

property disputes unfolded between Tepoztlán and the surrounding smaller villages 

where the land and forests changed hands.347  The conflict between the community of 

Milpa Alta in the Federal District and Tepoztlán in Morelos characterized the disputes 

over communal property in the area.  Both Tepoztlán and Milpa Alta retained rights to 

                                                 
347 Lomnitz, Evolución, 196.  See another example regarding conflicts with the Community of Jiutepec who 
claimed that Tepoztecos were invading their land, Delfino Marquina to Jefe del Departamento Agrario, 
June 5, 1935, AGA Tepoztlán, Morelos, 24/3131, leg. 11.  
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communal property, which in this case meant almost entirely forests.  The two 

communities bordered each other at the same point where the Federal District touched the 

State of Morelos.  The boundary lines between the two communities were drawn up in 

1902 in response to numerous conflicts, and a strip of cleared land ten meters wide 

formed the visible divide.  This strip served as the boundary for thirty years, until 

Tepoztlán received its ejido.  In the ejidal declaration, the property allocated included 

forests over the boundary line, and residents of Milpa Alta suspected political intrigue 

because of the speed of allocation and lack of research into the matter.348    

The residents of Milpa Alta formed an administrative committee to defend their 

forests.349  Dating their own forest claim to their ejidal decree in 1921, the committee 

members vigorously disputed the rights of Tepoztecans to the forests around the area of 

Chichinautzín. They further employed the authority of an engineer from the Agrarian 

Department who corrected the discrepancies in the boundaries between the two 

communities.  They lamented that the frequent boundary disputes brought tension 

because they had long fraternized with Tepoztecans and stood beside them during 

revolutionary battles, and even against the Cristeros.  Due to these claims, the committee 

members asked the Agrarian Department to authorize their rights, to establish a new 

Presidential Resolution, to intervene with the Municipal President of Tepoztlán, and 

finally, to place federal troops in the conflict zone to avoid a violence between the 

                                                 
348 Cecilio S. Robles to Matías Ramos, Presidente del C.E.N., February 11, 1935, AGA: Tepoztlán, 
Morelos, 24/3131 Leg. 11.   
349 They called it the Comité administrativo y de defensa de los montes comunales de Milpa Alta, D.F.  
Milpa Alta is sometimos referred to as Tejalpa.  
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communities.350  In making these demands, the ejidatarios of Milpa Alta asserted their 

authority as locals to determine the future of the property and invoked their revolutionary 

participation as justification of deserving greater access to resources.  The also revealed 

their suspicions of their neighbors and the possibility of aggression.   

Aureliano Mendivil, a special investigator on behalf of the Federal District, 

lamented over the case.  He claimed that the work of the revolution aimed to improve the 

economic situation of campesinos by giving them land from haciendas and rich 

landowners, but in this case, the issue involved helping the poor residents of Tepoztlán by 

taking from the poor residents of Milpa Alta.  Mendivil’s claim that such an act was 

ultimately unreasonable won him and Milpa Alta the rights to the disputed territory.351  

The conflict between Milpa Alta and Tepoztlán demonstrates that some land disputes in 

this national park were not against the federal government’s encroachment, but against 

the usurpation of land and resources by other communities.  Unlike other countries, when 

park creation served to dispossess, this park served as a solution for aggrieved parties.  

Bureaucrats solved the boundary dispute between Milpa Alta and Tepoztlán in favor of 

Milpa Alta, but shortly after, the area became a national park, taking those resources out 

of production by anyone.  This might have been what some residents wanted all along. In 

this case then, land disputes occurred long before the national park, not because of it. 

Parks did not deprive residents of land in any more destructive of a capacity than did the 

                                                 
350 Cecilio Robles, Presidente Comité Administrativo y de defensa de los montes comunales to Secretaria 
de Agricultura y Fomento, Dn. Francisco S. Elías, June 24, 1933, AGA: Tepoztlán, Morelos, 24/3131 leg. 
11.   
351 Aureliano Mendivil to Gabino Vasquez, Jefe del Departamento Agrario, December 28, 1934, AGA: 
Tepoztlán Morelos,  24/3131, leg. 13.  See also Manuel Bustamante to the Oficial Mayor de la C.N.A., 
June 20, 1933, AGA: Tepoztlán Morelos, 24/3131, leg. 11 regarding territory disputes with Milpa Alta.  
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adjudications by federal engineers, foresters, bureaucrats, and agraristas.  In fact, in some 

places, like Tepoztlán, the creation of a national park added to the pride of a community 

and signified ecological consciousness that already existed. While not unified on every 

issue, certain residents wanted to enact a local policy of conservation, a decade before the 

national park declaration.  When foresters introduced the park, it patched some 

relationships and aggravated others.  

 

Reconsidering Park Industries 

The crux of the future in Tepoztlán lay with the decision over the forests.  The 

charcoal union fell apart, but individuals continued the practice on a smaller scale. 

Federal officials offered certain concessions and leniency to residents for local usage.  

For example, park administrator, Daniel Galicia allowed residents to use oyamel trees and 

branches to repair their houses.352  The government conceded that locals could use the 

resources in sustained and low impact ways.  Locals abstained from large scale use but 

they also spoke up when outsiders sought to profit from their conservation. For example, 

forty-six locals complained against Marcelino Romero, a forest guard in the national 

park, who made charcoal along with his brothers, and shipped it by railroad to 

Cuernavaca and Contreras.  This violated the logging ban and the location of the charcoal 

making also polluted the springs which gave residents water.  Residents also accused 

Romero of extracting firewood for his personal use and failing to fine himself the fifty to 

                                                 
352 Rafael Villornil and Vicente Ruiz to Daniel Galicia, January 22, 1953, AGN: SARH 1467, 1/4307 



 259

one hundred pesos for exploiting within the national park.353  Others besides Romero 

illegally extracted charcoal and firewood from the park, in fact investigators made yearly 

accusations against locals.354  What made Romero different, in the eyes of the residents, 

was his authority to enforce the rules as the park and forest guard.  When he violated the 

ban, he not only committed a legal offense, he proved disloyal and corrupt and deserved 

punishment.  

Residents rejected other state projects proposed in the area because of the lack of 

congruity with community-defined environmental integrity.  For example, ejidatarios 

Epigmenio Guzmán, Bibiano Ayala, Eliseo Villamar, Juan Ayala, Bonficacion N. Bello, 

and Miguel Barragón wrote to President Manuel Avila Camacho in April of 1945.  These 

men did not request money, land, or infrastructure from the federal government; instead 

they protested the introduction of a dam above their community.  The construction of this 

dam, they maintained, would deprive them of the elemental necessities for the sustenance 

of their families, flooding their fields, and destroying their homes.  In fact, they claimed 

the preparations for the dam constituted a criminal act violating their right to survive.  

The ejidatarios claimed that reworking the small drains and aqueduct (atarjeas), would 

provide less costly and more efficient irrigation to the surrounding fields than a large, 

                                                 
353 Residents of Tlacotenco to Roberto Galvan López and Daniel Galicia, August 6, 1953, AGN: SARH 
1467, 1/4307.  
354 See denunciations of denunciation of the municipal president of Tepoztlán for cutting twenty five trees 
in 1939; complaints about the need cut down diseased trees in 1943; investigations into Francisco Medina, 
Hipólito Vargas, Porfirio Vargas, Eufrosino Vázquez and others in September 1945; complaints by the 
municipal president, Luis Masias Arrellano in September 1948; accusations against Joaquín Cortés, 
September 1949; and others in AGN: SARH 1467, 1/4307.  
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expensive, unsanitary dam.355  Apparently the protests worked as the dam was not built.  

In this case, residents rejected a large piece of infrastructure in favor of their traditional 

use systems.   

Perhaps, the disappearance of the charcoal cooperative allowed the maintenance 

of enough of the forests to promote the main industry of tourism in the 1960s to the 

present. Several tourist companies, including the Mexican Tourist Promotion Company 

(Compañía Promoción Turística Mexicano—PROTUMEXSA), organizations including 

the Mexican Association of Christian Youth (Asociación Cristiana de Jóvenes 

Mexicanos), and individuals including an architect, Francisco Bisgno, held plots on the 

base of the ridge.  Those with communal rights to the forests continued to discreetly log 

the area, leaving several canyons with few trees.  The accumulation of these 

irregularities, by 1960, led locals and federal officials to encourage a recuperation plan 

for the park.356 The formation of these committees two decades after the boom in park 

creation attest to the depth of the “forestry spirit” in some citizens and their reluctance to 

let the adoration of nature fall completely away.  At least some individuals in the 

community of Tepoztlán took the protection of the natural beauty and health of their 

region seriously.  By 1963, residents formed a local committee to protect the natural 

beauty of the region because of its value as national patrimony and to maintain the 

integrity of the Pre-Columbian monuments.  They feared for the natural beauty and the 

                                                 
355 Epigmenio Guzmán, Bibiano Ayala, Eliseo Villamar, Juan Ayala, Bonficacion N. Bello, and Miguel 
Barragán to President Manuel Ávila Camacho, April 1, 1945, AGA: Tepoztlán, Morelos, 24/3131 leg.11.  
The document also contains thirty-five additional signatures, several of them from women.  The ejidatarios 
were from Amilcingo in the Tepoztlán municipality. 
356 Roberto Alba Galindo to Director General de Protección y Repoblación Forestales, May 23, 1960, 
AGN: SARH 1467, 1/4307.   
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monuments because of the development of a modern communication tower and a 

proposal for other construction.  These activists appealed to the director of national parks 

for help protecting this local site of national patrimony.357   

Drawn to the traditional aspects of the community, anthropologists repeatedly 

studied, analyzed, and reconsidered Tepoztlán and its residents.  They discovered that 

these community members also held modern ideas about conservation and defending 

their natural resources.    More than just the isolated actions of a few individuals, the 

appreciation of nature and beautiful nature spaces abounded and resurged periodically.   

Besides academics, other individuals sought to appropriate the beauty and significance of 

Tepoztlán for their own ends.   

 

Appropriating the Park 

While parks served as places of recreation for urban dwellers, a legalized resource 

grab on behalf of the state, and a site of economic activity for many, they also retained a 

deeper level of meaning that took many forms.  Bureaucrats declared parks in areas 

thought of as sacred for their religious, historical, and mythological value but federal 

management did not determine all of the uses for the protected land.  Residents, church-

goers, artists, intellectuals, and others visited these sites and continually endowed them 

with spiritual meaning and appropriated the parks’ symbolism. These appropriations 

came in the form of institute proposals and discourses about religiosity.   

                                                 
357 Ricardo Cortés C., Agustín Flores P., and Marcos Bello Lara to Director de Protección y Repoblación 
Forestales, Departamento de Parques Nacionales, November 24, 1963, AGN: SARH 1467, 1/4307.  Both 
Cortés and Flores identified themselves as a professor which hints at the sophisticated and well-educated 
level of the community.  
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Internationally recognized artists such as Dr. Atl adored the area and wanted it to 

be a space of research but also healing. In 1960, a group led by Dr. Atl, sought to 

establish within the national park the International Cetner for Scientific Investigations 

(Centro Internacional de Investigaciones Científicas), a center for scientists, from 

Mexico, Paris, Madrid, Hamburg, and Rome to engage in research.  They proposed 

calling the center Olinka, after the Nahua word meaning “where movement is re-

concentrated” and they referred to it as the “Super-City of Culture.” 358  Atl conceived of 

this project in 1952 and near-obsessed over it until the last days of his life.  He wanted to 

combine the energy of scientists and artists in the “conquest of space” that he believed 

would result in the advancement of humanity.  Atl first conceived of the project as an 

entire city, and he wanted to locate this center in a natural setting.  His first choice was 

near the Lagunas de Montebello in Chiapas, which he helped promote as a national park.  

Atl later dismissed the Montebello site because of its deep isolation, and then proposed 

the basin between Popo and Izta or the Santa Catarina Sierra southwest of Mexico City.  

Finally, he turned to Tepoztlán as a site.359  

At Tepozteco, Atl proposed using part of the territory within the national park and 

he sought approval from both the Agrarian Department and the ejido within the park.  He 

offered to build a well for the ejido to alleviate some of their water issues and proposed 

that Olinka would also serve as a source of jobs for the community.  The center would 

contain a water storage facility, a residential zone, investigation buildings, a symbolic 

                                                 
358 To Roberto Barrios from the Consejo Nacional de la Cultura, n.d. incomplete document. AGA: 
Tepoztlán Morelos, 24/3131, leg. 11.  
359 Jorge Hernández Campos, et. al. Dr. Atl: Conciencia y paisaje 1875-1964, (Mexico: UNAM, Dirección 
General de Difusión Cultural Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, Museo Nacional de Arte, 1985), 115-117. 
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monument capturing the scientific spirit of the community, and an outdoor museum of 

the thousands of pre-Columbian statues abandoned in the area.360  

All of the financing for the center, and the authorization of the territory, would 

come from Atl, who also claimed support from men of science in France and North 

America.  Atl pointed out that the land required for the center consisted of mountainous 

property, unsuitable for cultivation, and home to illegitimate squatters and structures.  

These included a German settlement, an abandoned movie set, and cable car property.  

Atl recognized that the land belonged to the people of the village, and that nature 

belonged to the entire world, but these unregulated infringements stained the park and the 

country.  He revealed his affection for this park explaining, “I believe the beauty of the 

landscape is the primary good which we possess.”  Atl then drew upon his own 

revolutionary spirit and the international importance of science as inspirations for his 

project. 361  Despite the hodgepodge of illegal settlement, Atl wanted to acquire 

permission through the proper channels.  He sought and received approval from the 

Secretary of National Patrimony, headed by Eduardo Bustamante.  Bustamante claimed 

that the project had the support of all of the residents, of the University of Morelos, and 

of the President.362  

Atl never built the center, and it is unclear why it failed.  Although he worked on 

the idea for nearly twelve years, he died after nearly ninety years of life, in 1964.  Atl 

lived to see enormous changes in his native land, and while his art and promotion of 
                                                 
360 Roberto Barrios to Regulo Bello Flores, Presidente del Comisariado Ejidal, AGA: Tepoztlán, Morelos, 
24/3131, leg. 11. 
361 Dr. Atl to Roberto Barrios, April 11, 1960, AGA: Tepoztlán, Morelos, 24/3131, leg. 11. “Considero que 
la belleza del paisaje es el primer bien que poseemos.”  
362 Eduardo Bustamante to Roberto Barrios, April 21, 1960, AGA: Tepoztlán, Morelos, 24/3131, leg. 11. 
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national culture had admirers, his political decisions, such as supporting Nazism and 

fascism, made him less trustworthy by the government.  Perhaps Atl lacked the support of 

the community who repeatedly insisted on their own authority over the area.  Other 

intellectuals proposed the community of Tepoztlán as a site for organizations promoting 

sectors of Mexican society.  The Inter-American Indigenous Institute (Instituto 

Indigenista Interamericano) in cooperation with Oscar Lewis undertook studies of the 

community and wanted a permanent office there.363  Similarly this institute failed to 

establish permanence in Tepoztlán.  These proposals reveal the extent and creativity of 

revering nature and promoting Tepozteco as a site of spiritual, and national, wealth.  Just 

as the park was a combination of distinct epochs in Mexican history, Atl’s scientific 

center and Lewis’s institute proposed to bring together foreign and domestic talents for 

the greater benefit of humanity.  The proposals also show the widespread recognition of 

the community’s rights to decide what happens to the land, despite the infringement on 

those rights by assorted parties.     

Formal institutes were not the only way to appropriate the benefits of mixing 

nature with culture.  Many foresters embraced this mixture in their personal lives.  While 

foresters were men of science, they were also men of religion.  Quevedo, for example, 

was a practicing Catholic his entire life.  Quevedo explained, “The forestry question is for 

me like a religion” in one of his final years.364  Quevedo, always the leader of forestry, 

                                                 
363 Raul Uro M. to Departamento Agrario, June 20, 1944, Report from Instituto Indigenista Interamericano, 
AGA: Tepoztlán Morelos, 25/3131, leg. 31.   Among the activities of the village surveyed by the group was 
the production of charcoal.  They noted the process, and the fact that logging the woods was regulated by 
the government.  The charcoal makers claimed that it was never a problem to get wood, because giving a 
bribe to the forest guard allowed them permission to cut whatever branches they wanted, see page 25.   
364 Antonio Sosa, “Cincuentenario de la Enseñanza” El Universal, December 27, 1960. 
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also provides a suitable example for the overlap between science and religion in Mexico.  

Deemed the “Apostle of the Tree” by his peers, he maintained his own personal Catholic 

faith despite his role in the revolutionary government and the conflicts between the 

church and the state.  Quevedo attended mass every Sunday and his church sponsored a 

special religious mass (Te Deum) to celebrate his fifty years of professional service in 

1937.  Family members invited President Cárdenas to this public recognition of 

Quevedo’s faith.365  In addition to his personal convictions, Quevedo drew larger 

parallels between religion and forestry—he saw saving the nation’s forests as a moral 

mission.  Speaking to the first class of the re-opened Forestry School, Quevedo implored 

them to take up this high mission of forest conservation, not just for the patria but for the 

good of all humanity.366  This speech typified Quevedo’s belief in a “forestry spirit” and 

a higher calling for young professionals to strive for the protection of nature’s wealth.  

The apostle spread the word about this calling and spoke often of the infinite moral force 

he believed drove the struggle to protect the forests against the corrupt, twisted abuses 

inflicted by ignorant and malevolent people.   

  

                                                

Quevedo also believed that Mexicans lacked the ability to see the wealth that 

surrounded them because of the absence of scientific education.  He believed that the 

forest richness outweighed the agricultural wealth of his native land.  He looked back on 

the colonial era with a fondness for how the Church and the Crown protected forests and 

 
365 Franco López to President Lázaro Cárdenas, October 31, 1937, AGN: LCR 561 exp. 502/12.  Cárdenas 
chose not to attend.  
366 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, "Alocución del Jefe del Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, ingeniero 
Miguel A. de Quevedo, al iniciarse las primeras clases en el Instituto de Enseñanza Forestal y de Caza y 
Pesca, el 6 de mayo de 1936," Boletín del Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, (May-Aug 1936): 
211-14. 
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he lamented the drastic Liberal reforms that undercut Church power and concentrated 

land into the hands of hacendados who quickly cleared forests to expand their agricultural 

production.  Quevedo hoped the new Constitution and the Six Year Plan would allow for 

a more controlled and accurate management of these important resources because the 

revolutionary state had the potential to take over where the Church had been stripped of 

its powers.367  

Other foresters took up this discourse of religiosity to describe the work done by 

all supporters of forest conservation.  Sosa called the first French foresters who came to 

teach at the forestry school in the first decade of the twentieth century missionaries.  In 

Sosa’s mind, they appeared to help Mexicans realize their destiny.368  Forestry 

Department employees regularly discussed how scientific methods would save the 

nation’s forests from the purgatory of misuse, and parks would foster a moral spirit in 

heathen masses.   Their labors were undertaken, at great sacrifice, for the preservation of 

the national patrimony and the good of the revolution.  Such language of religiosity 

emphasized the depth of these employees’s commitment and the ways they thought about 

their higher purpose.  

Discourse alone does not reveal the presence of spirituality within the paradigm of 

national park creation.  The parks themselves took up the position of honoring religious 

spaces.  The shrine to the Virgin of Los Remedios became a national park, as did the 

                                                 
367 Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, "Proyecto de Plan Sexenal 1934-40 en lo relativo a la Protección Forestal 
del Territorio." Boletín del Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, Sept-Oct 1935, 5-29.  Quevedo was 
asked to report on the role of forestry within the Six Year Plan and he took the opportunity to articulate his 
position on a variety of historical factors that related to the state of forestry in the country and to articulate 
his knowledge of European history as well.   
368 Antonio H. Sosa, "La influencia de Francia en el desarrollo forestal de México." México Forestal XVI, 
no. 9-10 (1936): 73-75. 
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forested hills around the holy site where the Virgin of Guadalupe appeared.  The first 

national park, Desierto de los Leones, protected a Carmelite monastery nestled into the 

woods above the capital city.  Sacromonte, outside of Amecameca and across the valley 

from Popo and Izta, protected a sacred hill with its church and cemetery. In one sense, 

these parks merely vindicated the relationship between religion and nature already 

existing.  Followers had constructed convents and monasteries in the austerity of the 

wilderness to allow people to be closer to God and further from worldly temptations.  Just 

as expensive and elaborate designs adorned the architecture of churches and shrines in 

beauty, the magnificence of nature similarly decorated the holy grounds.  Park 

administrators and designers latched on to spaces that already held within them cultural 

resonance and spiritual importance by declaring these spaces part of the national project.  

This process did not change the meaning of the spaces, but it symbolically altered the 

relationship of authority and management. 

Once a holy site became a national park, park administrators took the power to 

regulate the use of that space.  They imposed a system of permitting in Los Remedios 

which required pre-approval for vendors on festival days.369  Administrators regulated 

the uses of the trees and forest products around the shrines, undertook reforestati

programs, and hired peons to change the landscape according to their designs.  Rather 

than creating a hermetic park, impervious to religious zealots, administrators redirected 

the behavior they disliked and appropriated the dedication of believers to their own 

on 

                                                 
369 For a sampling of some of the regulatory activities in Los Remedios, see Rodolfo Sada Paz to Presidente 
Municipal, San Bartolo Naucalpan, Mex., July 28, 1937, AGN: SARH 1437, 21/2100; E. Flores to 
Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, August 15, 1939, AGN: SARH 1412, 1/1202 legajo 1. 
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revolutionary project. Through discourse and action, parks became a palpable part of the 

national patrimony.  The urgency of social reform in the 1920s and 1930s penetrated all 

aspects of society, from education to art, from law to industry.  Parks also took up these 

diverse arenas of revolutionary reform and anchored the changes into the very territory of 

the rebuilding nation.  By grounding reforms directly into the control of natural 

resources, Cardenista reformers solidly placed their political system in a position that 

would allow it to last.    

 

Conclusion 

If Tepoztlán represented the classic village of the twentieth century, as proposed 

by the studies of Redfield, Lewis, and Lomnitz, than ecological consciousnesses deserves 

greater attention.  Classic villagers held environmental leanings, opposed outside control, 

and engaged in internal infighting and disagreement.  Little formal education did not 

exclude this community from recognizing the natural wealth of their surroundings or 

from squandering that wealth at opportune moments.  Tepoztecans refused a dam, 

antennas, possibly a scientific center, and a golf course that would have benefited non-

local interests more than the community itself.  This demonstrated resistance, but not 

reactionary resistance by impoverished peasants—on the contrary, these acts had clear 

and decisive aims to protect the natural resources of the community and maintain those 

resources in tact for the future generations.  It may be presumptuous to suggest that part 

of the reason for such strident environmentalism came from the site’s sacred value.  The 

coordination of natural, indigenous, and Catholic spirituality inside this park formed a 
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particularly moving synthesis, but not necessarily a unique one.  The convergence of 

these elements may have solidified the faith Tepoztecans had in their place and their 

purpose, giving them the strength to resist when necessary.   

Yet, this story of village level conservation, of ecological awareness, and even of 

federal conservation meeting local needs is lost in most histories of conservation written 

against the narrative of parks as harbingers of democracy.  Many historians have 

overlooked the vibrant histories of conservation in Mexico because they were too quick 

to look at parks as a failed federal project or another example of state imposition and 

usurpation.  The actual story is more complicated.   Some communities yearned for 

national parks while others rejected them.  Some parks captured highly-regarded sacred 

spaces while others marked spaces that remained largely unknown and under-recognized.  

The actions of individuals, from the foresters Quirós and Sosa to the intellectuals Atl and 

Lewis to the ejidatarios Epigmenio Guzmán, Bibiano Ayala, Eliseo Villamar, Juan Ayala, 

Bonficacion N. Bello, and Miguel Barragón, reinforced and revealed a widespread 

recognition of the importance of natural surroundings.  The persistence of this belief and 

the integrity of the forests of Tepoztlán attested to a greater history of conservation 

beyond federal designation.  In their protest of the golf course in 1994, Tepoztecans drew 

on the actions of these and numerous other individuals to defend their rights and 

determine the use of their community’s resources.  In the 1990s, Tepoztecan 

environmental consciousness drew on a history of conservation but reacted to the 

contemporary challenges of globalization, providing an important model of 

sustainability—a concept just becoming vogue.  



 270

Environmental literature tends to regard incidents like those in Tepoztlán as 

assertions for environmental justice, not environmentalism.370  The distinction, while 

useful, reinforces the idea that environmentalism, and its tenets of resource conservation 

and preservation, wild space integrity, and nature adoration, are reserved for privileged, 

educated, white citizens from North America and Europe.  This segregates the battles of 

the poor, the colored, and often the feminine into a category of resistance that denigrates 

the range of their awareness or knowledge, reduces the strength and sophistication of 

their value systems, and retains an elitist monopoly over environmental issues. 

Campesino activists in Tepoztlán sought to protect their resources out of a reverence and 

pride in their home and a sense of moral responsibility to present and future generations.  

These acts of ecological resistance were not remnants of a pre-Columbian past or denials 

of modernity; they were deliberate and conscious measures undertaken by informed and 

diligent residents to protect what they saw as rightly theirs.  While they may not have 

designed the national park, or requested it, in Tepoztlán, over time the park became a 

rallying point and a symbol of a community who regarded their survival as linked to their 

surroundings.   

                                                 
370 Guha, “Third World Environmentalism: A Critique,” 72. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Assessing the Parks 

The creation of the National Parks and the reasons citizens supported them allows 

for general conclusions about the revolutionaries, their programs, and, in particular, the 

revolutionary demand for control over national resources. As Carl Sauer remarked in 

1952, “An environment can only be described in terms of the knowledge and preferences 

of the occupying persons: “natural resources” are in fact cultural appraisals.”371  

Revolutionaries did not start anew with these appraisals, but they maintained a continuity 

of technical expertise from the Porfirian years through the revolution.  This expertise 

guided their promotion of nationalism and conflicted with traditions of local use.  What 

constituted natural resources and their appropriate use ranged from small to large scales 

and from physical to cultural purposes.  But consistently, revolutionaries maintained 

cultural attitudes and social goals that resulted in the promotion of an appreciation of 

nature and included parks as integral parts of the revolutionary landscape and the national 

patrimony. 

Revolutionaries formed a heterogeneous crowd; foresters’ Porfirian service and 

campesinos’ religiosity challenged conventional generalizations about who comprised the 

group.  While women certainly took part in revolutionary activity, men dominated 

decisions about the political nature of the revolutionary regime and decisions about the 

environment.  Industrialization and incorporation led the revolutionaries’ agendas and 

                                                 
371 Carl O. Sauer, Agricultural Origins and Dispersals: The Domestication of Animals and Foodstuffs, 2d 
ed. (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, [1952] 1969), 2. 
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neither peasants nor industrialists could be excluded from something that bore the name 

“national.”  These men held generally optimistic and future oriented opinions.  They saw 

promise, not only in their countrymen, but in their surroundings.  This promise explains 

their persistent dedication, their propagandistic activities, their engagement of the legal 

system, and their faith in the territoriality of their nation.  Revolutionaries planned for the 

generations ahead of them and for the legacy they hoped to leave.  They saw the fabric of 

the natural world interlaced with their social, political, economic, and cultural aspirations.  

In short, they grounded their success in the environment.   

Forestry, and specifically park management, provided a point of overlap between 

Porfirian science and revolutionary nation building.  In both systems, the central 

government controlled the implementation of appropriate expertise.  Both were future 

oriented in systems of multiple use or segmented conservation.  Through individuals like 

Quevedo, we can see the extent to which Porfirian science continued into the 

revolutionary period.  The preference for science persisted, but the orientation and the 

audience changed because of the revolution.  Science, after the campesino upheavals and 

the litany of legal contracts, took on a popular orientation.  Some standardization lingered 

and bureaucrats revealed their rational preferences in the parks. Forestry laws, park 

decrees, and survey reports contributed to this regulatory urge to control nature for the 

nation.  After the revolution, the national identity of Mexicanidad meant much more than 

it had in the nineteenth century.372   

                                                 
372 Numerous intellectuals have famously discussed the meanings of Mexicanness and it is not surprising 
that the revolution triggered their reflections.  See Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude: Life and 
Thought in Mexico, English trans. (New York: Grove Publications, 1961); Vasconcelos, The Cosmic Race.   
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The custom of common property required a redefinition of community, at local 

and national levels.  At Malinche, various constituencies used legal channels to stake 

their claim to agricultural land, forest property, and water rights.  The physical and 

ideological commons became sites of contestation while no one group—bureaucrats, 

hacendados, campesinos—maintained complete authority.  Common property provided 

one place that conceptions about nationhood, legitimacy, and rights could be debated.  

These parks reveal examples of lower income groups protecting, conserving, and 

considering the future implications of degraded natural systems, at times acting in consort 

with a recently stabilized national government.   

National Park creation became wrapped up in the same aims for political 

longevity that shaped the national peasant congresses, land reforms, indigenous 

committees, and federally-run unions.  Conservation did not come to mean usurping land 

from remote Indian groups—it meant weaving green spaces and reforestation into their 

lives.  It meant capturing the majesty of volcanoes into a national project.  It meant 

bolstering spaces for youth to breathe clean air without having to leave the territory filled 

with historical memories.  Protecting the wealth of their territory fit logically into the 

promises of a new society but foresters often preferred large scale industries over smaller 

extractive processes. Parks neither captured ideas that only existed in the minds of urban 

professionals nor were they lamentable “paper” proposals that never existed at all; parks 

were part of the revolutionary changes that altered the power systems and social 

structures of society.   
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Some of the most vibrant defenders of forest integrity appeared in classical 

places.  Villagers of Tepoztlán took pride in the magnificence of their community and 

they repeatedly defended it from outsiders.  Their community retained an important 

conglomeration of religious and natural spaces that found favor with President Cárdenas 

and local residents also developed strategies to use those resources to their economic 

benefit.  More recent acts of resistance to developers drew on a resilient culture that 

incorporated nationalist leanings and local identity into acts of conservation. 

Yet, this story of conservation and patrimony reveals levels of incongruity.  The 

forester Carlos Serdán advocated requiring tropical woods, such as mahogany, for use as 

railroad ties in southern states.  He estimated that these ties would last five times as long,   

save transportation costs, and protect a certain amount of the already heavily exploited 

high altitude forests.373  While many United States capitalists would have gasped at the 

idea of using mahogany for railroad ties, for these foresters, protecting the central 

temperate forests superceded conserving the overabundant and impassable tropical areas. 

The revolutionary government promoted conservation and reforestation in some places, 

like the Valley of Mexico, while encouraging deforestation in others, such as the 

Yucatán.  Rather than haphazard strategy, these contradictions reveal the importance of 

conceptions of national identity and social relationships on forest policy.  

National parks developed in and around of living human communities and 

necessarily, both shaped the other.  Government officials promoted revolutionary identity 

in the central corridor of the country—the place where it meant the most to be Mexican.  

                                                 
373 Carlos Sevilla Serdán, "El consumo de durmientes por los ferrocarriles nacionales de México." México 
Forestal XI, no. 1 (1933): 10-17. 
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This line of thinking rationalized that national parks should exist where citizens could 

enjoy them.  Foresters saw no sense in putting a park out in Coahuila—real Mexicans did 

not reside there and would not use it anyway.  Parks belonged alongside their compatriots 

who lived in the capital city or in the ejidos of the central valleys.  Intellectuals, theorists, 

and artists revealed this conviction in the ways they marked the environment, but various 

other constituents shaped these opinions.   Tourists to Zempoala, campesinos in 

Malinche, resin collectors on Popo and Izta, and activists in Tepoztlán remind us that 

environmental issues pervaded the life stories of thousands of people.  Revolutionaries 

who saw conservation as part of their agenda for social change recognized the natural 

world was not a privileged resort reserved for wealthy scientists.  Neither was the 

environment a stagnant and definable place.  Forests grew and changed, mistletoe 

outbreaks occurred, volcanoes erupted, and seasonal floods all altered the appearance and 

contents of landscapes.  How people envisioned these landscapes as part of their lives, 

society, and relationships remind us that nature and culture intricately intertwine.   

 

Revolutionary Environmentalism  

Why did all the major revolutionary declarations pay explicit attention to natural 

resources?  How could a nation emerging from devastating violence and immersed in a 

radical social revolution afford to spend time declaring national parks?  Nature figured 

into radical plans because Cárdenas and other leaders believed that every Mexican had a 

stake in the environment.  They understood that revolutionary social change depended on 

the environment for depth, breadth, and popular appeal.  Parks were not whimsical oases 
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for wealthy urbanites—they became tangible representations of how revolutionaries 

nationalized their natural territory. Understandably, historians have paid attention to the 

typical realms of revolutions—labor demands, socialist education, political formation, 

economic empowerment.  Yet in each of these processes, revolutionaries themselves paid 

specific attention to nature and natural resources.  Each prominent revolutionary 

document referred to natural wealth.  Exhortations about identity and laudatory unifying 

speeches interlaced attention to people with an understanding of their physical space.  

This purposeful inclusion allowed citizens to forge national and revolutionary identity 

with explicit attention to the natural world.  They planned their agenda for change based 

on the endowments of nature.  They envisioned unity to overcome factions through the 

wealth of their surroundings and they configured a revolutionary state to oversee that 

process.  As much as the bureaucratic machine put in place during the Cárdenas era 

oversaw people—it also oversaw and regulated the natural world.   

The creation of national parks took place neither independent of human actions 

nor disembodied from a natural habitat. The environment served as a critical location for 

social processes that pertained to more than a few elite actors.  The legacy, history, and 

actions of conservation belong to local peoples as vibrant and radical protectors, 

destroyers, and cultivators of their physical environment.  Their actions developed 

alongside attitudes and actions of bureaucrats who aimed to make sense of the same 

environment and gain control of it through federal management.  This conjunctural 

process incorporated thousands of people living out their daily lives on farms, in forests, 
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in offices, and in courtrooms and it reveals more about the history of conservation than 

do the biographies of a few individuals.   

Foreigners and Mexicans alike often assume that little tradition of conservation 

exists in Mexico because of widespread environmental problems of air pollution, waste 

disposal, drought, and deforestation.   These assumptions purport that a culture of 

environmental appreciation has never existed.  Joel Simon maintained that 

“Environmentalism in Mexico has shallow roots.  Aside from Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, 

Mexico’s most famous tree hugger, the country can point to only a handful of 

conservationists of any consequence.”374 Carl Franz, the author of a ubiquitous 

guidebook for travelers, observed that few Mexicans go camping because many live their 

lives sleeping outside, sitting on the ground, cooking over a fire, and walking great 

distances, all of which under the right circumstances might be considered camping. He 

contended that a real vacation for a Mexican means a hotel, not a camping trip.375  The 

absence of an ethic of camping or strict conservation does not preclude environmental 

awareness or values.  Attributing the absence of a wilderness tradition or strict nature 

protection to the poverty in which many live or to a definition of conservation that 

emanates from a privileged North American environmentalist movement simply answers 

the wrong question.  

                                                 
374 Simon, Endangered Mexico, 236. Warren Dean makes a similar claim about all of Latin America, “…it 
cannot be said that conservationism, an appreciation of nature, or a cult of the wilderness were either 
widely diffused or profoundly nourished in Latin American societies, not, at least in its Europeanized 
sectors.” Dean, “The Tasks of Latin American Environmental History,” 6.  
375 Carl Franz, People’s Guide to Mexico: Wherever You Go, There You Are, 11th ed. (Santa Fe: John Muir 
Publications, [1972]1998), 187. 
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Observers interested in environmental issues should refrain from asking why the 

Mexican national parks are not more like the United States parks with answers already set 

in their minds.  A more fruitful question might inquire what made these parks special or 

in what ways Mexicans have defined environmentalism.   Establishing natural parks in an 

area increasingly populated with the main centers of business, government, and industry 

certainly appears more innovative than establishing a park in the least populated part of 

the country.  Creating parks within immediate reach of citizens appears more democratic 

than making them as an incentive for people to patronize wealthy railroad businesses.  

Building social change in a platform of natural resources that maintained access for all 

sectors of society certainly provided a radical goal when segregation dominated most 

social policy.  Many countries created national parks and their stories reveal much more 

than modernizing aspirations.   

Environmental degradation, disregard, and damage are not underdeveloped 

cultural traits belonging to lesser civilizations but nor are they merely tools of capitalist 

exploitation recklessly employed through colonial or imperial projects.376  Environmental 

destruction must be historicized for its particular context and actors; similarly 

environmental protection should be recognized even when it appears in unlikely places. 

Most environmental questions result in a judgment of scale.  How deeply were the forests 

degraded, just how much were the ecosystems compromised, who benefited at whose 

                                                 
376 Both strands of thought persist in environmental literature.  Warren Dean’s account of the destruction of 
the Atlantic forest in Brazil, With Broadax and Firebrand, maintains that degradation began with human 
arrival and persisted onward.  More widely popular histories of the environment also take up this 
interpretation, see Clive Ponting, A Green History of the World: The Environment and the Collapse of 
Great Civilizations, (New York: Penguin Books, 1991) and Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel:  A 
Short History of Everybody for the Last 13,000 Years, (London: Vintage Random House, 1997).  
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expense and for how long?  The answers to these crucial questions waxed and waned 

through the twentieth century.  The lack of conservation since the 1940s cannot be 

attributed to the infantile development of a conservation movement or the minor roots of 

environmental thought.  Modernizers displaced and overlooked these ideas; they were not 

underdeveloped.   

Alternative ways of looking at conservation and weighing the significance of 

national parks teach us that revolutionaries defined their revolution in tandem with the 

natural world.  Widespread opinions about nature and the human place within nature 

became intimately tied to programs for social change.  Revolutionaries’ vision for peace 

and unity relied on relating their agenda for change to an explicit natural endowment.  A 

revolutionary nation meant a country that recognized the wealth and majesty of the 

natural world.  Not only did this tradition exist, it permeated all aspects of society in the 

1930s. How this belief lost ground and who worked to subvert it remain another story.    

 

Shifting Priorities 

 Three campesinos, Firso Espinosa, Guadalupe Rosas, and Salomé Romero, in 

March of 1939, wrote to President Cárdenas and requested he remove Quevedo from his 

duties.  They explained that they preferred someone who would defend the rights of the 

forest people who made a living from forest products.377  Remarkably, they did not ask 

the federal government to abstain from involvement in their vocation, but they wanted a 

say in what the government did.  They claimed that Quevedo could not be considered a 

                                                 
377 Firso Espinosa, Guadalupe Rosas, and Salomé Romero to Cárdenas, March 14, 1939, AGN: LCR 561, 
exp. 502/12.   
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true revolutionary because he had not risked his life for the country.  As revolutionaries 

themselves, they hoped their President recognize their service to the nation.   

President Cárdenas, as he had on hundreds of issues, listened to these and other 

complaints.  He dismissed Quevedo in January of 1940 and once again enveloped the 

Forestry Department into the Ministry of Agriculture.  While Cárdenas listened to 

Espinosa, Rosas, and Romero, their letter did not provide the only inspiration for 

removing Quevedo. The window of opportunity for leading the world in conservation 

came to a close as broader national and global contexts changed.   

 On a national level, economic and cultural shifts pushed forestry reforms further 

from priority.  Cárdenas had nationalized the oil fields and this increased strain on the 

federal treasury forced fiscal cuts.378  His administration had not completed the first Six 

Year Plan, nevertheless the second Six Year Plan reflected the federal planners shift 

towards industrialization as the major goal.  This project promoted modern factories and 

national development by relying on cheap agricultural products.  Forest goods did not 

subsidize the diets of urban workers and the lack of capital for saw mills or machinery to 

develop forest industries left foresters’ ambitions scattered amidst this push for 

industrialization.379   The bureaucrats who favored forestry focused their vision on large 

scale companies and worked for development over recreation.  As the population 

increased, more and more people left the countryside and the forests for better 

opportunities offered by industries in the cities.  While in the cities, they continued to rely 

                                                 
378 Santiago, Ecology of Oil, 352. 
379 Sergio Barojas A. January 31, 1940, AGN: SARH 1425 1/1609. For a captivating discussion of changes 
in the countryside in the middle of the twentieth century see Angus Wright, The Death of Ramón González: 
The Modern Agricultural Dilemma, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990).   
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on both wood and farm products and the precarious areas around the capital that foresters 

hoped to conserve fell to squatter settlements and highways.380   

 On a global level, the worldwide economic depression had allowed Cárdenas 

some room for maneuvering national projects and attempting domestic development.  

The onset of war in Europe distracted the British from greater retaliation when Cárdenas 

nationalized the oil fields but oil capitalists and investors withdrew their money which 

destabilized the country’s economy.   In order to make progress towards economic goals, 

Cárdenas had to look elsewhere. Mexico’s role as a supplier of raw materials during the 

war promoted increased extraction of wood products, like mahogany, and the farm labor 

programs allowed workers to enter the United States.  This migration helped disrupt 

newly forged forest plans and park tourism.  These national and global pressures helped 

threaten the parks program that revolutionaries designed in the 1930s.    

 At no point since the Cárdenas era have sustained and forceful federal efforts 

conserved the forests that harbor the cradle of revolutionary nationalism.  The decades of 

industrial expansion known as the “Mexican Miracle” of economic growth took place at 

the expense of the environment.  In the 1980s, another period of intense social and 

economic restructuring, federal bureaucrats again turned towards conserving nature, but 

this time it was in remote and relatively uninhabited areas designed to please foreign 

interests.  The federal government looked to conservation anew when the temptations of 

                                                 
380 Increased urbanization did not result in only poor people encroaching on forests.  In 1980 several 
wealthy urbanites wanted to build “Swiss Chalets” in the woods of Ajusco national park and the residents 
of the area protested.  Alfonso J. Garcia, "Enfrenta a comuneros y fraccionadores la posesión de la tierra en 
el Ajusco," Novedades, July 13, 1980.   
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neoliberal landscape change and foreign tourism became appealing.381  The new sites of 

natural value lay far from the temperate forests esteemed by the earlier foresters; new 

reserves protected examples of rare biological value such as coral reefs, grey whale 

habitats, and tropical forests coveted by the rainforest tourism of North Americans and 

Europeans.  Hippies, hikers, college students, retirees and adventurers replaced peasants, 

workers, and foresters as the main constituents of protected areas.  Biosphere reserves 

provided a green stamp for a blackened environmental record; they had little to do with 

social change and much more to do with economic policies.   

Today, Zempoala, Malinche, Popo and Izta and Tepozteco National Parks still 

reside in and around an increasingly urbanized country with industrial aspirations.   At 

the same time, Mexico has a reputation as a country with a high deforestation rate.382  

That does not mean citizens have ignored their natural resources or lost their 

environmental heritage.  In fact, rampant deforestation and wanton disregard for 

ecosystem integrity demonstrate historical phenomena that came into being at a particular 

                                                 
381 Emily Young, “Local People and Conservation in Mexico's El Vizcaino Biosphere Reserve" 
Geographical Review 89, no. 3 (1999): 364-90; Lydia A. Breunig, “Conservation in Context: Establishing 
Natural Protected Areas during Mexico’s Neoliberal Reformation” Ph.D. Diss. University of Arizona, 
2006.  Breunig demonstrates that reserves often supported heavy extraction outside the protected area and 
limited local use within.  
382According to the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, deforestation reaches 
631,000 hectares annually making it the fourth highest rate in the world although their online statistics on 
forest coverage only reach back to 1990. http://www.fao.org/forestry/site/countryinfo/en/. See also Bray, 
Merino-Pérez, and Barry, Community Forests of Mexico, where they mention comparative statistics on 
deforestation range from 365,000 to 1.5 million hectares annually, p.6.  James C. McCann has shown for 
Ethiopia that narratives of forest decline often conflate environmental crises and do not have physical or 
historical proof.  McCann demonstrates that the historical record of narrative descriptions refutes the often 
cited forest land coverage statistic of decline (from forty to one percent).  The apocryphal assumption that 
people had mismanaged resources served as a tool for promoting policy, not as an accurate reflection of 
historical or environmental change.  McCann cautions against linear tales of forest cover and demonstrates 
human presence had a hand in both increasing and decreasing forests.  James C. McCann, Green Land, 
Brown Land, Black Land: An Environmental History of Africa, 1800-1990, (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 
1999), 79-107. No such studies exist for Mexico, but they would provide useful insight into this persistent 
narrative of decline.   

http://www.fao.org/forestry/site/countryinfo/en/
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time and place for specific reasons.  The shift from a rural to an urban country, the 

solidification of a one-party corporate state that allocated patronage in the form of 

resources to maintain political power, the rapid increase in population, the promotion of 

industrialization above all else, and shifts in the global economy all contributed to the 

cutting of temperate and tropical forests.  Such degradation did not occur out of a 

fatalistic or universal anti-environmental ethic.  As economic and political choices moved 

the country further from unity and towards authoritarianism, both national culture and 

national nature became objects of domination rather then agents of inclusion.  These 

national parks demonstrate that a different path existed.   
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APPENDIX A: PARK DECLARATIONS AND CONTENTS 
 
National Park Date∗

 Property+  Forests
Alejandro de Humboldt  September 18 1936 expropriated yes 
Barranca del Cupatitzio November 2 1938 not noted yes 
Benito Juárez December 30 1937 remain yes 
Bosencheve August 1 1940 remain yes 
Canon del Río Blanco March 22 1938 remain yes 
Cerro de Garnica  September 5 1936 expropriated yes 
Cerro de la Estrella August 24 1938 remain yes 
Cerro de las Campanas July 7 1937 expropriated no 
Cofre de Perote  May 4 1937 remain yes 
Cumbres de Ajusco  September 23 1936 expropriated yes 
Cumbres de Majalca September 1 1939 remain yes 
Cumbres de Monterrey November 24 1939 remain yes 
El Histórico Coyoacán September 26 1938 remain yes 
El Potosí September 15 1936 expropriated yes 
El Sabinal August 25 1938 remain yes 
El Tepeyac February 18 1937 expropriated yes 
El Tepozteco January 22 1937 remain yes 
Fuentes Brotantes de Tlalpan  September 28 1936 expropriated yes 
Gogorron September 22 1936 expropriated yes 
Grutas de Cacahuamilpa April 23 1936 expropriated yes 
Insurgente Jose Maria Morelos February 22 1939 remain yes 
Insurgente Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla September 18 1936 expropriated yes 
Iztaccíhuatl and Popocatépetl November 8 1935 expropriated yes 
La Malinche o Matlalcueyatl  October 6 1938 remain yes 
Lago de Camecuaro March 8 1941 not noted yes 
Lagunas de Chacahua  July 9 1937 remain yes 
Lagunas de Zempoala November 27 1936 expropriated yes 
Lomas de Padierna April 22 1939 not noted yes 
Los Marmoles September 8 1936 expropriated yes 
Los Novillos June 18 1940 remain yes 
Los Remedios April 15 1938 remain yes 
Molino de Flores Netzahualcoyotl November 5 1937 expropriated yes 
Nevado de Colima September 5 1936 expropriated yes 
Nevado de Toluca  January 25 1936 expropriated yes 
Pico de Orizaba  January 4 1937 expropriated yes 
Pico de Tancitaro July 27 1940 remain yes 
Sacromonte August 29 1939 not noted yes 
Xicotencatl November 17 1937 remain yes 
Zoquiapan y Anexas March 13 1937 remain yes 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
∗ Date refers to date of publication in Diario Oficial which made the park legally constituted. 
+ Property refers to the declaration’s position on property holdings within the park boundary. 
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National Park 
Hist. 
figure Hist. site Mts. Tourism±

 

Alejandro de Humboldt  yes no no yes 
Barranca del Cupatitzio no no no yes 
Benito Juárez yes no no yes 
Bosencheve no no no yes 
Canon del Río Blanco no no yes yes 
Cerro de Garnica  no no yes yes 
Cerro de la Estrella no yes no yes 
Cerro de las Campanas no yes no yes 
Cofre de Perote  no no yes yes 
Cumbres de Ajusco  no no yes yes 
Cumbres de Majalca no no no yes 
Cumbres de Monterrey no no yes yes 
El Histórico Coyoacán yes yes no yes 
El Potosí no no yes yes 
El Sabinal no no no yes 
El Tepeyac yes yes no yes 
El Tepozteco yes yes no yes 
Fuentes Brotantes de Tlalpan  no yes no yes 
Gogorron no yes no yes 
Grutas de Cacahuamilpa no no no yes 
Insurgente Jose Maria Morelos yes no no yes 
Insurgente Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla yes no no yes 
Iztaccíhuatl and Popocatépetl yes no yes yes 
La Malinche o Matlalcueyatl  yes no yes yes 
Lago de Camecuaro no no no yes 
Lagunas de Chacahua  yes no no yes 
Lagunas de Zempoala no no no yes 
Lomas de Padierna yes yes yes yes 
Los Marmoles no no no yes 
Los Novillos no no no yes 
Los Remedios no yes no yes 
Molino de Flores Netzahualcoyotl no yes no yes 
Nevado de Colima no no yes yes 
Nevado de Toluca  no no yes yes 
Pico de Orizaba  no no yes yes 
Pico de Tancitaro no no yes yes 
Sacromonte no yes no yes 
Xicotencatl no yes no yes 
Zoquiapan y Anexas no no no no 
 
 
 

                                                 
± Tourism refers to mention in the declaration of opportunities for tourism. 
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National Park Highway Beauty Education 
Six Year 
Plan 

Alejandro de Humboldt  no yes no no 
Barranca del Cupatitzio no yes no no 
Benito Juárez no yes no no 
Bosencheve yes yes no no 
Canon del Río Blanco no yes no yes 
Cerro de Garnica  yes yes no no 
Cerro de la Estrella no yes no no 
Cerro de las Campanas yes yes no no 
Cofre de Perote  no yes no no 
Cumbres de Ajusco  yes yes no no 
Cumbres de Majalca no yes no no 
Cumbres de Monterrey yes yes no no 
El Histórico Coyoacán yes yes yes no 
El Potosí no yes no no 
El Sabinal no yes no no 
El Tepeyac no yes yes yes 
El Tepozteco no yes yes no 
Fuentes Brotantes de Tlalpan  no yes yes no 
Gogorron no yes yes no 
Grutas de Cacahuamilpa no yes no yes 
Insurgente Jose Maria Morelos yes yes no no 
Insurgente Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla yes yes yes no 
Iztaccíhuatl and Popocatépetl yes yes no no 
La Malinche o Matlalcueyatl  no yes no no 
Lago de Camecuaro no yes no no 
Lagunas de Chacahua  no yes yes no 
Lagunas de Zempoala yes yes yes yes 
Lomas de Padierna  no yes yes no 
Los Marmoles yes yes no no 
Los Novillos no yes no no 
Los Remedios no yes no no 
Molino de Flores Netzahualcoyotl no yes yes no 
Nevado de Colima no yes no no 
Nevado de Toluca  no yes no no 
Pico de Orizaba  no yes no no 
Pico de Tancitaro no yes no no 
Sacromonte no yes no no 
Xicotencatl no yes yes yes 
Zoquiapan y Anexas no no no no 
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 National Park Water Nursery Administrators§

Alejandro de Humboldt  yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Barranca del Cupatitzio yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Benito Juárez yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Bosencheve yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Canon del Río Blanco yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Cerro de Garnica  yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Cerro de la Estrella no  no SEP, DFCP, SHCP 
Cerro de las Campanas no  no SEP, DFCP, SHCP 
Cofre de Perote  yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Cumbres de Ajusco  yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Cumbres de Majalca yes no Local, DFCP, SHCP 
Cumbres de Monterrey yes no SCOP, DFCP, SPF, Com 
El Histórico Coyoacán no  yes SEP, DFCP, SHCP 
El Potosí yes no DFCP, SHCP 
El Sabinal no yes DFCP, local 
El Tepeyac no  no DDF, DFCP 
El Tepozteco yes no Com, DFCP 
Fuentes Brotantes de Tlalpan  yes yes DFCP, SHCP 
Gogorron yes yes SAF, DFCP, SHCP 
Grutas de Cacahuamilpa yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Insurgente Jose Maria Morelos yes yes Local, DFCP, SHCP 
Insurgente Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Iztaccíhuatl and Popocatépetl yes no DFCP, SHCP 
La Malinche o Matlalcueyatl  yes yes Local, DFCP, SHCP 
Lago de Camecuaro yes no SAF, Local 
Lagunas de Chacahua  yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Lagunas de Zempoala yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Lomas de Padierna no yes DFCP, DDF, SEP, SDN 
Los Marmoles yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Los Novillos yes no Com, SAF 
Los Remedios yes no DDF, DFCP, Local 
Molino de Flores Netzahualcoyotl yes no Local, SEP, DFCP, SHCP 
Nevado de Colima yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Nevado de Toluca  yes no DFCP, SHCP 
Pico de Orizaba  yes no Local, DFCP, SHCP 
Pico de Tancitaro yes no SAF, SHCP 
Sacromonte no  no SEP, DFCP, SHCP 
Xicotencatl no  no DFCP, SHCP 
Zoquiapan y Anexas no no DFCP, SHCP,  
 

                                                 
§ Declaration’s advisement for managers of the park.  DFCP=Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca; 
SHCP=Secretaría de Hacienda y Credito Publica; SAF=Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento; 
SEP=Secretaría de Educación Pública;  SDN=Secretaría de Defensa Nacional; SCOP=Secretaría de 
Comunicaciones y Obras Públicas; Com=refers to a committee of mixed membership; Local=local 
residents or managers. 
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APPENDIX B: ZEMPOALA VISITOR LOG AUGUST 1938 
 
car city ocupation opinion companions 

1 California consular very pretty 6
2 Cuernavaca employee pretty 6
3 Cuernavaca engineer lovely place 5
4 Cuernavaca road employee very good 5
5 Dallas, Texas musician beautiful 4
6 Denton, Texas student pretty 5
7 Mexico¥ accountant marvelous 7
8 Mexico accountant precious 6
9 Mexico architect illegible 16

10 Mexico architect very interesting 4
11 Mexico businessman a unique place 2
12 Mexico capitalist unique 4
13 Mexico chauffer magnificent 7
14 Mexico chemist marvelous 9
15 Mexico chemist very pretty 5
16 Mexico cotton worker interesting 7
17 Mexico dentist unique 5
18 Mexico Diputado  beautiful 5
19 Mexico doctor very good 3
20 Mexico electrician magnificent 6
21 Mexico electrician very interesting 9
22 Mexico employee beautiful 7
23 Mexico employee excellent 11
24 Mexico employee extra pretty 7
25 Mexico employee good 5
26 Mexico employee illegible 8
27 Mexico employee magnificent 6
28 Mexico employee magnificent 6
29 Mexico employee magnificent 9
30 Mexico employee magnificent 17
31 Mexico employee picturesque 2
32 Mexico employee precious 6
33 Mexico employee precious 8
34 Mexico employee pretty 4
35 Mexico employee unique 3
36 Mexico employee unique 5
37 Mexico employee very beautiful 7
38 Mexico employee very good 7
39 Mexico employee very pretty 4
40 Mexico employee very pretty 6
41 Mexico employee very pretty 6
42 Mexico employee illegible 4

43 Mexico engineer 
Interesting and 
pretty 5

44 Mexico engineer magnificent 3

                                                 
¥ Mexico was the common name for Mexico City.   
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car city ocupation opinion companions 
45 Mexico engineer marvelous 2
46 Mexico Federal employ magnificent 14
47 Mexico illegible beautiful 10
48 Mexico illegible illegible 2
49 Mexico illegible very pretty 6
50 Mexico industrialist marvelous 5
51 Mexico industrialist precious 3
52 Mexico industrialist precious 13
53 Mexico industrialist very pretty 8
54 Mexico jeweler so pretty 6
55 Mexico lawyer precious 6
56 Mexico lawyer pretty 2
57 Mexico lawyer regular 2
58 Mexico licenciado fantastic 4
59 Mexico licenciado marvelous 6
60 Mexico mechanic majestuous 5
61 Mexico medical surgeon very beautiful 8
62 Mexico medical surgeon very beautiful 8
63 Mexico merchant enchanted 4
64 Mexico merchant enchanted 5
65 Mexico merchant excellent, pretty 5
66 Mexico merchant good 4
67 Mexico merchant picturesque 2
68 Mexico merchant precious 4
69 Mexico merchant pretty 2
70 Mexico merchant pretty 2
71 Mexico merchant very beautiful 4
72 Mexico merchant very beautiful 4
73 Mexico merchant very pretty 5
74 Mexico merchant very pretty 5
75 Mexico merchant very pretty 5
76 Mexico merchant very pretty 6
77 Mexico nurse so beautiful 4
78 Mexico Pemex admin a marvel 8
79 Mexico pharmacies pretty 9
80 Mexico photographer enchanted 8
81 Mexico professor picturesque 30
82 Mexico reporter illegible 4
83 Mexico illegible quite good 25
84 Mexico student fix the cave 4
85 Mexico student picturesque 7
86 Mexico student precious 22
87 Mexico student pretty 4
88 Mexico telephone ideal 4
89 Mexico writer magnificent 6
90 Monterrey, Callif. student precious 5
91 Monterrey, N. Leon employee pretty 6
92 Monterrey, N. Leon vagabond very pretty 10
93 Tacubaya mason very pretty 8
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car city ocupation opinion companions 
94 Toluca engineer illegible 8
95 Toncon student very pretty 7
96 Torreon, Coahuila Pemex employ very pretty 5

TOTAL    
96 
CARS 11 CITIES 33 JOBS 26 OPINIONS 623 VISITORS 
 
 



 291

REFERENCES 
 
ARCHIVAL COLLECTIONS  
 
Archivo General de la Nación 
 Secretaria de Agricultura y Recursos Hidráulicos 
 Presidente Lázaro Cárdenas del Río 
Archivo Histórico de Agua 
Archivo General Agrario 
Biblioteca Lerdo de Tejada 
Centro de Estudios de Historia de México—CONDUMEX 
Fototeca Nacional 
Fototeca del Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia 
Hemeroteca Nacional de la Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
Secretaria de Educación Pública 
Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo 
 
 
NEWSPAPERS, MAGAZINES, BULLETINS, AND JOURNALS—MEXICO CITY  
 
Boletín de la Secretaria de Educación Pública 
Boletín de Departamento Forestal y de Caza y Pesca 
Cumbre: Órgano del “Grupo Viejos Tequihuas” 
Diario Oficial  
Excelsior 
México Forestal 
El Nacional 
Novedades 
La Prensa 
Protección a la Naturaleza 
El Universal 
Unomásuno 
 
 
BOOKS AND ARTICLES: 
 
Aboites, Luis. El agua de la nación. Una historia política de México (1888-1946).  

México: Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiories en Antropología Social, 
1998.   

 
Adamson, Joni, Mei Mei Evans, and Rachel Stein, The Environmental Justice Reader:  

Politics, Poetics and Pedagogy.  Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2002.  
  
Agostini, Claudia. Monuments of Progress: Modernization and Public Health in Mexico  



 292

City, 1876-1910. Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2003. 
 
Agrawal, Arun and K. Sivaramakrishnan, eds. Agrarian Environments: Resources,  

Representations, and Rule in India. Durham: Duke University Press, 2000.  
 
Aguilar Camín, Héctor and Lorenzo Meyer. In the Shadows of the Mexican Revolution:  

Contemporary Mexican History 1910-1989, Luis Alberto Fierro, trans. Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1993. 

 
Alanis Enciso, Fernando Saúl. El Gobierno del General Lázaro Cárdenas 1934-1940:  

Una visión revisionista. México: Colegio de San Luis, 2000. 
 
Alarcón, Norma. “Chicana’s Feminist Literature: A Revision Through Malintzin/ or   

Malintzin: Putting Flesh Back on the Object” in Cherrié Moraga and Gloria 
Anzaldúa eds. This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color 
(New York: Latham, 1983): 183-190.   

 
Alberú de Villava, Helena. Malintzin y el Señor Malinche, (México: Edamex, 1995),   

Margo Glantz, La Malinche: sus padres y sus hijos. México: Taurus, 2001. 
 
Albiñana, Salvador. “Entre volcanes con el Dr. Atl” Los dos volcanes: Artes de México  

73 (2005). 
 
Allister, Mark, ed. Eco-Man: New Perspectives on Masculinity and Nature.  

Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2004. 
 
Amend, Stephan and Thora Amend, eds. Espacios sin habitantes? Parques nacionales de  

América del Sur. Caracas, Venezuela and Gland, Switzerland: UICN and Nueva 
Sociedad, 1992.   

 
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of  

Nationalism, 2d ed. London: Verso, [1983] 1991. 
 
Arrom, Silvia.  “New Directions in Mexican Legal History” Americas 50:4 (Apr. 1994)  

461-465. 
 
Avila, Manuel.  Tradition and Growth: A Study of Four Mexican Villages. Chicago:  

University of Chicago Press, 1969.  
 

Ayala, María de la Luz “La pugna por el uso y la propiedad de los montes y bosques  
novohispanos,” p. 75-92, in Bernardo García Martínez and Alba González 
Jácome, coords. Estudios sobre historia y ambiente en América: I Argentina, 
Bolivia, México, Paraguay, (México: Instituto Panamericano de Geografia e 
Historia, El Colegio de Mexico, 1999).  



 293

 
Banjes, Adrian. As If Jesus Walked On Earth: Cardenismo, Sonora, and the Mexican  

Revolution. Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources Books, 1998.  
 
Bartra, Roger. “Los hijos de la Malinche” in La Malinche: Sus padres y sus hijos, ed.  

Margo Glantz, 195-99. México: Taurus, 2001.    
 
___. “Paradise Subverted: The Invention of Mexican Character” trans. Christopher J.  

Hall, in Primitivism and Identity in Latin America: Essays on Art, Literature, and 
Culture, eds. Erik Camayd-Freixas and José Eduardo González, 3-22. Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 2000. 

 
Bassols Batalla, Ángel. Recursos naturales: Climas, agua, suelos, teoria y uso. México:  

Editorial Nuestro Tiempo, 1967.  
 
Bava, Sílvio Caccia. “Neighborhood Movements and the Trade Unions: The São  

Bernardo Experience” in Social Struggles and the City: The Case of São Paulo, 
ed. Lúcio Kowarick, 202-224 (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1994).    

 
Becker, Marjorie. Setting the Virgin on Fire:Lázaro Cárdenas, Michoacán Peasants, and  

the Redemption of the Mexican Revolution. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1995. 

 
Beezley, William H. Cheryl English Martin and William E. French, Rituals of Rule,  

Rituals of Resistance: Public Celebrations and Popular Culture in Mexico. 
Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, 1994.  

 
___.   William H. Judas at the Jockey Club and Other Episodes of Porfirian Mexico  

2d. ed. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004.  
   
Benjamin, Thomas. La Revolución: Mexico’s Great Revolution as Memory, Myth, and  

History. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000. 
 
Berger, Dina. The Development of Mexico’s Tourism Industry: Pyramids by Day,  

Martinis by Night. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. 
 
Binnema, Theodore (Ted) and Melanie Niemi, “‘Let the Line Be Drawn Now’:  

Wilderness, Conservation, and the Exclusion of Aboriginal People from Banff  
National Park in Canada,” Environmental History 11(October 2006): 724-50. 

 
Bock, Phillip K. “Tepoztlán Reconsidered” Journal of Latin American Lore 6:1(1980),  

129-150. 
 
Bonfil Batalla, Guillermo. “Nuestro patrimonio cultural: un laberinto de significados,” in  



 294

El Patrimonio Nacional de México I: Biblioteca Mexicana, ed. Enrique  
Florescano, 28-56. México: Consejo Nacional Para La Cultura y Las Artes, Fondo 
de Cultura Económica, 1997.  

 
Bosques, Gilberto The National Revolutionary Party of Mexico and the Six-Year Plan.  

México: National Revolutionary Party, 1937.  
 
Boyer, Christopher R. “Contested Terrain: Forestry Regimes and Community Responses  

in Northeastern Michoacán, 1940-2000,” in The Community Forests of Mexico:  
Managing for Sustainable Landscapes, David Barton Bray, Leticia Merino-Pérez, 
and Deborah Barry, eds. 27-48. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005.  

____.  “Revolución y paternalismo ecológico: Miguel Ángel de Quevedo y la política 
forestal, 1926-1940,” Historia Mexicana 224 (vol. LVI, núm. 3, abril-junio 
2007).   

____.  Becoming Campesinos: Politics, Identity, and Agrarian Struggle in 
Postrevolutionary Michoacán, 1920-1935. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2003.   

 
Boyer, Richard and Geoffrey Spurling, eds., Colonial Lives: Documents on Latin  

American History, 1550-1850. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000. 
 
Bray, David Barton Leticia Merino-Pérez, and Deborah Barry, “Community Managed in 

the Strong Sense of the Phrase: The Community Forest Enterprises of Mexico” in 
Community Forestry in Mexico: Managing for Sustainable Landscapes, ed. David 
Barton Bray, Leticia Merino-Pérez, and Deborah Barry. Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2006.  
 

____.  Community Forestry in Mexico: Managing for Sustainable Landscapes. Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2006.  

 
Breunig, Lydia A. “Conservation in Context: Establishing Natural Protected Areas during  

Mexico’s Neoliberal Reformation” Ph.D. Diss. University of Arizona, 2006.   
 
Burdick, John. “Brazil’s Black Consciousness Movement” NACLA: Report on the  

Americas 25:4 (1992): 23-27.   
 
Büssing, Arndt. ed., Mistletoe: The Genus Viscum. Australia: Harwood Academic  

Publishers, 2000. 
 
Calder, Malcolm and Meter Bernhardt, eds. The Biology of Mistletoes. Sydney, Australia:  

Academic Press, 1983. 
 
Callicott, J. Baird. “The Wilderness Idea Revisited,” in J. Baird Callicott and Michael  



 295

Nelson, eds. The Great, New, Wilderness Debate.  Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1998. 

 
Campbell, Lisa M. "Conservation Narratives in Costa Rica: Conflict and Co-existence."  

Development and Change 33 (2002): 29-56.  
 
Carruthers, Jane. Kruger National Park: A Social and Political History. Pietermaritzburg:  

University of Natal Press, 1995. 
 
Castro Herrera, Guillermo. “The Environmental Crisis and the Tasks of History in Latin  

America” Environment and History vol. 3 (1997): 1-18. 
 
Cole, Luke W. and Sheila R. Foster, From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and  

the Rise of the Environmental Justice Movement. New York: New York 
University Press, 2001.  

 
Conkling, Howard. Mexico and the Mexicans. New York: Taintor Brothers, Merrill &  

Co., 1883.  
 
Cosío-Villegas, Daniel. “The Mexican Revolution” 405-417 in Revolutions, Lawrence  

Kaplan, ed. New York: Random House, 1973.  
 
Craib, Raymond. Cartographic Mexico: A History of State Fixations and Fugitive  

Landscapes, Durham: Duke University Press, 2004.   
 
Craig, Ann L. The First Agraristas: An Oral History of A Mexican Agrarian Reform.   

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983. 
 
Cronon, William. “The Trouble with Wilderness, or Getting Back to the Wrong Nature”  

Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, William Cronon, ed. 
New York: W.W. Norton, 1996.   

 
Crowe, Beryl L. “The Tragedy of the Commons Revisited” and in Garrett Hardin and  
  John Baden, eds. Managing the Commons. San Francisco: W.H. Freeman and  
  Company, 1977.  
 
Cypess, Sandra Messinger La Malinche in Mexican Literature, From History to Myth.  

Austin: University of Texas, 1991. 
 
Dawson, Alexander. Indian and Nation in Revolutionary Mexico. Tucson: University of  

Arizona Press, 2004. 
 
Dean, Warren. With Broadax and Firebrand: The Destruction of the Brazilian Atlantic  

Forest. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993. 



 296

 
____. “The Tasks of Latin American Environmental History” in Changing Tropical  

Forests: Historical Perspectives on Today’s Challenges in Central and South 
America, eds. Harold K. Steen and Richard P. Tucker, 5-15 (Durham, N.C.: 
Forest History Society, 1992).   

 
 
Delpar, Helen. Enormous Vogue of Things Mexican: Cultural Relations between the  

United States and Mexico, 1920-1935. Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 
1992.   

 
DeJanvry, Alain. The Agrarian Question and Reformism in Latin America. Baltimore:  

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981. 
 
Di Chiro, Giovanna. “Beyond Ecoliberal “Common Futures” Environmental Justice,  

Toxic Touring, and a Transcommunal Politics of Place” in Race, Nature, and the 
Politics of Difference, eds. Donald S. Moore, Jake Kosek, and Anand Pandian, 
204-232. Durham: Duke University Press, 2003.  

 
Diamond, Jared. Guns, Germs, and Steel:  A Short History of Everybody for the Last  

13,000 Years. London: Vintage Random House, 1997.  
 
Donnet, Beatriz. Leyendas del Popo y algo más. Mexico: Lectorum, 1999.   
 
Dorner, Peter. Latin American Land Reform in Theory and Practice. Madison: University  

of Wisconsin Press, 1992.  
 
Drummond José Augusto Devastação e preservação ambiental: os parques nacionais do  

Estado do Rio de Janeiro, (Niterói, Rio de Janeiro: Editora da Universidade  
Federal Fluminense, 1997), and “The Garden in the Machine: Rio de Janeiro’s 
Tijuca Forest Environmental History  

 
Dunlap, Thomas. Faith in Nature: Environmentalism as Religious Quest. Seattle:  

University of Washington Press, 2004.  
 
Elvin, Mark. The Retreat of the Elephants: An Environmental History of China. New  

Haven: Yale University Press, 2004. 
 
Erringtion, Shelly. Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress.  

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998.  
 
Estrada Iguiniz, Margarita. “Cambio social y costumbres laborales: Contradicciones entre  

uso y protección del bosque en Huitzilac, Morelos” Estudios Mexicanos/Mexican 
Studies 18:2 (Summer 2002), 323-350. 



 297

  
Evans, Sterling. The Green Republic: A Conservation History of Costa Rica. Austin:  

University of Texas Press, 1999.   
 
Ezcurra, Ezequiel, Marisa Mazari-Hiriart, Irene Pisanty, and Adrián Guillermo Aguilar.  

The Basin of Mexico: Critical Environmental Issues and Sustainability. Tokyo: 
United Nations University Press, 1999. 

 
Fallaw, Ben Cárdenas Compromised: The Failure of Reform in Postrevolutionary  

Yucatán, Durham: Duke University Press, 2004.  
 
Fernández, Justino. Arte moderno y contemporáneo de México, José María Velasco,  

Toluca, México: Monografías de Arte, 1976. 
 
Fisher, John and Natalie Priego, “Ignorance and ‘Habitus’: Blinkered and Enlightened  

Approaches towards the History of Science in Latin America” Bulletin of Latin 
American Research 25:4 (2006)528-540.  

 
Florescano, Enrique. “El patrimonio nacional. Valores, usos, estudio y difusión,” in El  

Patrimonio Nacional de México I: Biblioteca Mexicana, ed. Enrique Florescano, 
15-27. México: Consejo Nacional Para La Cultura y Las Artes, Fondo de Cultura 
Económica, 1997.  

 
Foresta, Ronald. America’s National Parks and their Keepers. Washington D.C.:  

Resources for the Future and Johns Hopkins Press, 1984. 
 
Foucault, Michel. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, New  

York: Pantheon Books, [1970]1971. 
 
Franco, Jean. Plotting Women: Gender and Representation in Mexico. New York:  

Columbia University Press, 1989. 
 
Franz, Carl. People’s Guide to Mexico: Wherever You Go, There You Are, 11th ed. Santa  

Fe: John Muir Publications, [1972]1998. 
 
Fuentes, Carlos.  A New Time for Mexico. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1996.  
 
_____. La región más transparente del aire, México: Fondo de Cultura Economica,  

1958. 
 
García Martínez, Bernardo and Alba González Jácome,eds. Estudios sobre historia y  

ambiente en América: I Argentina, Bolivia, México, Paraguay, México: Instituto 
Panamericano de Geografia e Historia, El Colegio de Mexico, 1999 

 



 298

_____. “El Monte de Mixtlan: Una reflexión sobre el contrapunto entre doblamiento y  
naturaleza en el México colonial” in Estudios sobre historia y ambiente en 
América: I Argentina, Bolivia, México, Paraguay, eds. Bernardo García Martínez 
and Alba González Jácome, 55-74. México: Instituto Panamericano de Geografia 
e Historia, El Colegio de Mexico, 1999. 

 
_____. “Regiones y paisajes de la geografía mexicana,” in Historia general de México.   

México: El Colegio de México, Centro de Estudios Históricos, 2000. 
 
Gedicks, Al. “Native Peoples and Sustainable Development” in Green Guerrillas:  

Environmental Conflicts and Initiatives in Latin America and the Caribbean, ed. 
Helen Collinson, 34-39. Montréal: Black Rose Books, 1997. 

 
Gil, Carlos. Life in Provincial Mexico: National and Regional History as Seen from  

Mascota, Jalisco, 1867-1972. Los Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center 
Publications, 1983.  

 
Gill, Tom. Land Hunger in Mexico, Washington D.C.: Charles Lathrop Pack Forestry  

Foundation, 1951. 
 
González, Ambrosio and Víctor Manuel Sánchez L. Los parques nacionales de México:  

situación actual y problemas. México: Instituto Mexicano de Recursos Naturales 
Renovables, 1961.   

 
González y González, Luis. 2d ed. San José de Gracia: Mexican Village in Transition,  

John Upton, trans. Austin: University of Texas Press [1972], 1998. 
 
Gudiño, María Rosa and Guillermo Palacios, “Peticiones de tierras y estrategias  

discursivas campesinos: procesos, contenidos y problemas metodológicos,” in 
Estudios campesinos en el Archivo General Agrario, eds. Antonio Escobar O., 
Jacqueline Gordillo, María Rosa Gudiño, Guillermo Palacios, Gabriela Acosta, 
Arnulfo Embriz, Juan Matamala, 75-118. México: Centro de Investigaciones y 
Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social, 1998. 

 
Guha, Ramachandra “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation:  

A Third World Critique” Environmental Ethics vol. 11(Spring 1989): 71-83.   
 
_____. The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Indian  

Himalaya. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990.   
 
Haenn, Nora. Fields of Power, Forests of Discontent: Culture, Conservation, and the  

State in Mexico. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2005. 
 
Hamilton, Nora. “The Limits of State Autonomy” Latin American Perspectives 2:2(1975)  



 299

81-108.   
 
Hardin, Garrett. “The Tragedy of the Commons” Science 162 (1968):1243-1248.   
 
Hart, Paul. Bitter Harvest: The Social Transformation of Morelos, Mexico, and the  

Origins of the Zapatista Revolution, 1840-1910. Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 2005. 

 
Hays, Samuel P. Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency: The Progressive  

Conservation Movement, 1890-1920. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1959.   

 
Hecht, Susana and Alexander Cockburn, The Fate of the Forest: Developers, Destroyers,  

and Defenders of the Amazon. New York: Harper Perennial, 1990. 
 
Henderson, Timothy. The Worm in the Wheat: Rosalie Evans and Agrarian Struggle in  

the Puebla-Tlaxcala Valley of Mexico, 1906-1927. Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1998. 

 
Hernández Campos, Jorge et. al. Dr. Atl: Conciencia y paisaje 1875-1964.  México:  
 UNAM, Dirección General de Difusión Cultural Instituto Nacional de Bellas 

Artes, Museo Nacional de Arte, 1985.  
 
Hernández Chávez, Alicia. Anenecuilco, memória y vida de un pueblo. México: El  

Colégio de México, 1991. 
 
Hirt, Paul. Conspiracy of Optimism: Management of the National Forests since World  

War II. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996.  
 
Hobsbawm, E. J. Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality, 2d ed.  
  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990.    
 
Huerta González, Rodolfo. “Transformación del paisaje: el caso de la fábrica de San  

Rafael, estado de México, 1890-1934” in Tierra, agua, y bosques: Historia y 
medio ambiente en el México central, ed. Alejandro Tortolero Villaseñor, 283-
315. México: Centre Francais d’études Mexicaines et Centraméricaines, Instituto 
de Investigaciones Dr. José María Luis Mora, Potrerillos Editores, Universidad de 
Guadalajara, 1996. 

 
Humboldt, Alexander von. The Political Essay on New Spain, trans. John Black  

[Abridged], ed. Mary Maples Dunn. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press 
[Alfred A. Knopf], 1988. 

 
Instituto Nacional para la Educación de Adultos, Ecología del Estado de Tlaxcala:  



 300

Región Malinche. México: Secretaria de la Educación Publica, 1995.   
 
Iturriaga, José N. El Popocatépetl, ayer y hoy: "Don Gregorio" en las crónicas de  

extranjeros, desde el siglo XVI hasta la actualidad. México: Editorial Diana, 
1997.  

 
Jacobs, Nancy J. Environment, Power, and Injustice: A South African History.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003. 
 

_____. "The Great Bophuthatswana Donkey Massacre: Discourse on the Ass  
and the Politics of Class and Grass," American Historical Review 106: 2 (2001). 

 
Jacoby, Karl. Crimes against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves and the Hidden  

History of American Conservation. Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2001. 

 
 Jameson, John. The Story of Big Bend National Park. Austin: University of Texas Press,  

1996. 
 
Joseph, Gilbert and Daniel Nugent, eds. Everyday Forms of State Formation: Revolution  

and the Negotiation of Rule in Modern Mexico. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1994. 

 
Judd, Richard W. Common Lands, Common People: The Origins of Conservation in  

Northern New England. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997.   
 
Knight, Alan “Cardenismo: Juggernaut or Jalopy?” Journal of Latin American Studies,  

26:1 (Feb 1994): 73-107.   
 
Knight, Alan. "Land and Society in Revolutionary Mexico: The Destruction of the Great  

Haciendas." Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 7, no. 1 (1991): 73-104. 
 
_____. “Racism, Revolution, and Indigenismo: Mexico, 1910-1940,” in The Idea  

of Race in Latin America, 1870-1940, ed. Richard Graham. Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1990. 

 
Konrad, Herman. “Tropical Forest Policy and Practice During the Mexican Porfiriato,  

1876-1910” in Changing Tropical Forests: Historical Perspectives on Today’s 
Challenges in Central and South America, Harold K. Steen and Richard P. 
Tucker, eds. 123-143.  Durham, N.C.: Forest History Society, 1992.   

 
Kourí, Emilio. “Interpreting the Expropriation of Indian Pueblo Lands in Porfiran  

Mexico: The Unexamined Legacies of Andres Molina Enriquez” Hispanic 
American Historical Review 82:1 (Feb. 2002) 69-117. 



 301

 
_____. A Pueblo Divided: Business, Property, and Community in Papantla,  

Mexico. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004. 
 
Krech, Shepard III. The Ecological Indian: Myth and History. New York: W.W. Norton,  

1999.  
 
La Tour, Marcus. “Extractive Reserves: Economic and Social Alternatives for the  

Tropical Rainforest” in Fighting for the Soul of Brazil, eds. Kevin Danaher and 
Michael Shellenberger, 123-129. New York: Monthly Review Press, 1995. 

 
Lanyon, Anna. Malinche’s Conquest. Australia: Allen & Unwin, 1999. 
 
Lenz, Hans. Historia del papel en México y cosas relacionadas, 1525-1950. México:  

Miguel Ángel Porrúa, 1990. 
 
Lewis, Oscar. Life in a Mexican Village: Tepoztlán Restudied. Urbana: University of  

Illinois Press, 1951. 
 
Lewis, Oscar. Tepoztlán Village in Mexico.  New York: Hold, Rinehart and Winston,  

1960.  
 
Lewis, Stephen. The Ambivalent Revolution: Forging State and Nation in Chiapas, 1910- 

1945, Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005 
 
Lomnitz, Claudio. Evolución de una sociedad rural. México: Fondo de Cultura  

Económica, 1982.   
 
Lynch, Barbara Deutsch. “Garden and the Sea: United States Latino Environmental  

Discourses and Mainstream Environmentalism,” Social Problems 40 (1993): 108-
24.   

 
Markiewicz, Dana. The Mexican Revolution and the Limits of Agrarian Reform, 1915- 

1946.  Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Reinner Publishers, 1993. 
 
Martinez-Alier, Joan. “Ecology and the Poor: A Neglected Dimension of Latin American  

History” Journal of Latin American Studies, 23(Oct. 1991): 621-639. 
 
McCann, James C. Green Land, Brown Land, Black Land: An Environmental History of  

Africa, 1800-1990. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1999. 
 
McNeil, J.R. Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the Twentieth- 

Century World. New York: W.W. Norton, 2000.   
 



 302

Memoria de la Primera Convención Nacional Forestal Augusto de 1941. 
 
Memoria de la Secretaria de Educación Pública 
 
Memoria, Segunda Convención Nacional del Partido Nacional Revolucionario 
 
Mexican Government’s Six Year Plan, México: Trens Agency, n.d.  
 
Meyer, Jean. The Cristero Rebellion: The Mexican People between Church and  

State, 1926-1929. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976. 
 
Meyer, Michael C. Water in the Hispanic Southwest: A Social and Legal History, 1550- 

1850. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1984.  
 
Meyers, William K. Forge of Progress, Crucible of Revolt: Origins of the Mexican  

Revolution in La Comarca Lagunera, 1880-1911.  Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1994.  

 
Moerer, Andrea. “Space and Commemorative Practice in el Bosque de Chapultepec”  

Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Historical Association 
Conference, Atlanta, January 6, 2007.  

 
Moore, Donald S. Anand Pandian, and Jake Kosek, “Introduction: The Cultural Politics  

of Race and Nature: Terrains of Power and Practice” in Race, Nature, and the 
Politics of Difference Donald S. Moore, Jake Kosek, and Anand Pandian, 1-70. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2003.  

 
Moya López, Laura Angélica. La nación como organismo: México su evolución social  

1900-1902. México: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana Azcapotzalco, 2003.  
 
Murillo, Gerardo. Como nace y crece un volcán, el Parícutin. México: Editorial Stylo,  

1950.   
 
_____. Sinfonías de Popocatépetl. México: Ediciones México Moderno, 1921.  
 
Nash, Roderick. Wilderness and the American Mind. New Haven, CT: Yale University  

Press, 1967. 
 
Néstor García Canclini, “El patrimonio cultural de México y la construcción imaginaria  

de lo nacional,” in El Patrimonio Nacional de México I: Biblioteca Mexicana, ed. 
Enrique Florescano, 57-86. México: Consejo Nacional Para La Cultura y Las 
Artes, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1997.  

 
Neumann, Roderick P. Imposing Wilderness: Struggles over Livelihood and Nature  



 303

Preservation in Africa. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998. 
 
Niemeyer, E.V. Jr. Revolution at Querétaro: The Mexican Constitutional Convention of  

1916-1917. Austin: Institute of Latin American Studies and University of Texas 
Press, 1974.   

 
Olwig, Karen Fog and Kenneth Olwig, “Underdevelopment and the Development of  

“Natural” Park Ideology” Antipode 11:2 (1979):16-25.   
 
Orlove, Ben. Lines in the Water: Nature and Culture at Lake Titicaca. Berkeley:  

University of California Press, 2002. 
 
Ortiz Monasterio, Fernando. Tierra profanada: historia ambiental de México. México:  

Instituto Nacional de Antropología y Historia and Secretaría de Desarrollo 
Urbano y Ecología, 1987.   

 
Ostrom, Elinor. “Collective Action and the Tragedy of the Commons,” Garrett Hardin  

and John Baden, eds. Managing the Commons. San Francisco: W.H. Freeman and 
Company, 1977. 

 
Pádua José Augusto. Um Sopro de Destruiçáo: Pensamento politico e crítica ambiental  

no Brasil escravista, 1786-1888. Rio de Janeiro: Jorge Zahar Editor, 2002. 
 
Palacios, Guillermo. La pluma y el arado: los intelecutales pedagogos y la construcción  

sociocultural del “problema campesino” en México, 1932-1934. México: El 
Colegio de México Centro de Investigación y Docencia Económicas, 1999. 

 
Patoski, Joe Nick. “Desolate Majesty: Beyond Big Bend,” National Geographic vol. 211  

no. 2 (Feb 2007). 
 
Paz, Octavio. The Labyrinth of Solitude: Life and Thought in Mexico, English trans. New  

York: Grove Publications, 1961.   
 
Peluso, Nancy Lee Rich Forests, Poor People: Resource Control and Resistance in Java.  

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992. 
 
Pérez Bertruy, Ramona Isabel. “La constitución de paseos y jardines públicos modernos  

en la ciudad de Mexico durante el Porfiriato: Una experiencia social” in Los  
espacios públicos de la ciudad siglos XVII y XIX, eds. Carlos Aguirre Anaya, 
Marcela Cávalas, María Amparo Pos, 314-334. Mexico: Casa Juan Pablo, 2002. 

 
Pérez-Torres, Rafael. Movements in Chicano Poetry: Against Myths, Against Margins.  
 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.  
 



 304

Pinchot, Gifford. Breaking New Ground, commemorative edition. Washington D.C.:  
Island Press, 1998. 

 
Plan Sexenal del P.N.R. Mexico: 1934.  
 
Ponting, Clive. A Green History of the World: The Environment and the Collapse of  

Great Civilizations. New York: Penguin Books, 1991.  
 
Poole, Deborah. Vision, Race, Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean World.  

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997.   
 
Prado, Julio. El apostol del árbol. Vol. 1. Mexico: Emilio Pardo e Hijos, Legión de  

Divulgación Cultural "Hijos del estado de Michoacán", 1936. 
 
Pratt, Mary Louise. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, London:  

Routledge, 1992. 
 
Quevedo, Miguel Ángel de. Espacios libres y reserves forestales de las ciudades: su  

adaptación a jardines, parques, y lugares de juego: Aplicación a la Ciudad de  
Mexico, (México: Gomar y Busson, 1911). 

 
_____. Relato de mi vida. Mexico, 1942.   
 
Ramírez Rancaño, Mario. El sistema de haciendas en Tlaxcala. México: Consejo  

Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes, 1990. 
 
Redfield, Robert. Tepoztlán, A Mexican Village: A Study of Folk Life. Chicago:  

University of Chicago Press, 1930. 
 
Roberts, J. Timmons and Nikki Demetria Thanos, “The Scene, Its Problem and Roots” in  

Trouble in Paradise: Globalization and Environmental Crises in Latin America. 
New York: Routledge, 2003: 1-33. 

  
Rochfort, Desmond. Mexican Muralists: Orozco, Rivera, Sequeiros. San Francisco:  

Chronicle Books, 1993.  
 
Rodfeldt, David.  Atencingo: The Politics of Agrarian Struggle in a Mexican Ejido.   

Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1973. 
 
Rosas, María. Tepoztlán: Crónica de desacatos y resistencia. México: Biblioteca ERA,  

1997.  
 
Rostow, W.W. The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960.  



 305

 
Rothenberg, David. “Introduction: Wilderness in the Rest of the World” in David  

Rothenberg and Marta Ulvaeus, The World and the Wild: Expanding Wilderness 
Conservation Beyond its American Roots. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2001. 

 
Roura, Alma Lilia.  Dr. Atl: paisaje de hielo y fuego. Mexico: Círculo de Arte, 1990. 
 
Rueda Esquibel, Catrióna. “Velvet Malinche: Fantasies of “The” Aztec Princesa in the  

Chicana/o Sexual Imagination” in Alicia Gaspar de Alba, ed., Velvet Barrios: 
Popular Cultura & Chicana/o Sexualities, 295-307. New Cork: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003. 

 
Runte, Alfred. National Parks: The American Experience. Lincoln: University of  

Nebraska Press, 1979. 
 
Russell, Edmund and Richard P. Tucker, eds. Natural Enemy, Natural Ally: Towards and  

Environmental History of Warfare. Corvallis: Oregon State University Press, 
2004.  

 
Sánchez Arteche, Alfonso. Velasco íntimo y legendario. Toluca, México: Instituto  

Mexiquense de Cultura, 1992.  
 
Santiago, Myrna I. The Ecology of Oil: Environment, Labor, and the Mexican  

Revolution, 1900-1938. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006.  
 
Sauer, Carl O. Agricultural Origins and Dispersals: The Domestication of Animals and  

Foodstuffs, 2d ed. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, [1952] 1969. 
 
Sax, Joseph. Mountains without Handrails, Reflections on the National Parks. Ann  
 Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1980. 
 
Scharff, Virginia J. ed. Seeing Nature through Gender. Lawrence: University of  Kansas  

Press, 2003. 
 
Schrepfer, Susan R. Nature’s Altars: Mountains, Gender, and American  

Environmentalism.  Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005.  
 
Schryer, Frans J. “Peasants and the Law: A History of Land Tenure and Conflict in the  

Huasteca,” Journal of Latin American Studies 18:2(1986): 283-311.  
 
Scott, James C. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human  

Condition Have Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998.  
 



 306

_____. The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia.  
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976.  

 
Sears, John F. Sacred Places: American Tourist Attractions in the Nineteenth Century.  

New York: Oxford University Press, 1989.  
 
Secor, R.J. Mexico’s Volcanoes: A Climbing Guide, 3d ed. Seattle: The Mountaineers,  

2001.  
  
Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, Dirección Forestal y de Caza y Pesca, Ley forestal y  
  su reglamento. Mexico City: Talleres Gráficos de la Secretaría de Agricultura y  
  Fomento, 1930. 
 
Serulnikov, Serge. Subverting Colonial Authority: Challenges to Spanish Rule in  
 Eighteenth-Century Southern Andes. Durham: Duke University Press, 2003.  
 
Sherman, John. “Reassessing Cardenismo: The Mexican Right and the Failure of a  

Revolutionary Regime, 1934-1940,” The Americas 54:3 (Jan 1998): 357-378.   
 
Silva Herzog, Jesús. El agrarismo mexicano y la reforma agraria: exposición y crítica.   

Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1964.   
 
Simon, Joel.  Endangered Mexico: An Environment on the Edge. San Francisco: Sierra  

Club Books, 1997.  
 
Simonian, Lane. Defending the Land of the Jaguar: A History of Conservation in Mexico.  

Austin: University of Texas, 1995. 
 
Sinkin, Richard N. The Mexican Reform 1855-1876: A Study in Liberal Nation-Building.  

Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979. 
 
Smith, T. Lynn. ed. Agrarian Reform in Latin America. New York:  Alfred A. Knopf,  

1965. 
 
Spence, Mark. Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the  

National Parks. New York: Oxford University Press, 1999.  
 
Steinberg, Theodore. Slide Mountain or the Folly of Owning Nature. Berkeley:  

University of California Press, 1995. 
 
Suárez Cortés, Blanca E. "Las fábricas de papel de San Rafael y Anexas S.A. y un viejo  

problema, la contaminación del río Tlalmanalco." Boletín del Archivo Histórico 
del Agua 2, no. 6 (1996): 12-14 

 



 307

Sunseri, Thaddeus. “Reinterpreting a Colonial Rebellion: Forestry and Social Control in  
German East Africa, 1874-1915” Environmental History 8:3(July 2003): 430-451. 

 
Terry, T. Phillip. Terry’s Mexico: Handbook for Travellers, 2d. ed. London: Gay and  

Hancock, Ltd., 1909. 
  
Thiesenhusen, William. Broken Promises: Agrarian Reform and the Latin American  

Campesino. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995. 
 
Thompson, E.P. “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century”  

Past and Present 50(Feb 1971): 76-136. 
 
Toledo, Víctor Manuel. “Modernidad y ecología. La nueva crisis planetaria” in Sociedad  

y medio ambiente en México, ed. Gustavo López Castro, 19-42. México: El 
Colegio de Michoacán, 1997. 

 
_____. Naturaleza, producción, cultura: Ensayos de ecología política,  

(México: Universidad Veracruzana, 1989).  
 
Tortolero Villaseñor, Alejandro, ed. Tierra, agua, y bosques: Historia y medio ambiente  

en el México central, México: Centre Francais d’études Mexicaines et 
Centraméricaines, Instituto de Investigaciones Dr. José María Luis Mora, 
Potrerillos Editores, Universidad de Guadalajara, 1996.   

 
_____.  ed. Entre lagos y volcanes.  Chalco, Amecameca: pasado y  

presente vol. 1 México: El Colegio Mexiquense, 1993.  
 
Udaondo, Enrique “Algunos Parques de América: El Parque Criollo “Ricardo  

Güiraldes”” Boletín de la Unión Panamericana, December 1938.   
 
Vanderbilt, Tom. “Volcano Dreams” in The World and The Wild: Expanding Wilderness  

Conservation Beyond Its American Roots, eds. David Rothenberg and Marta 
Ulvaeus, 141-154. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2001. 

 
Vanderwood, Paul. Juan Soldado: Rapist, Murderer, Martyr, Saint. Durham, N.C.: Duke  

University Press, 2004. 
 
_____. The Power of God against the Guns of Government: Religious Upheaval in  

Mexico at the Turn of the Nineteenth Century, Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 1998. 

 
Vaughan, Mary Kay. Cultural Politics of Revolution: Teachers, Peasants, and Schools in  

Mexico, 1930-1940. Tucson: University of Arizona, 1997. 
 



 308

____. “Nationalizing the Countryside: Schools and Rural Communities in the 1930s” in  
Eagle and the Virgin: Nation and Cultural Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940.  
Mary Kay Vaughan and Stephen Lewis, eds. 157-175. Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2006.  

 
Vaughan, Mary Kay and Stephen Lewis, eds. The Eagle and the Virgin: Nation and  

Cultural Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940. Durham: Duke University Press, 
2006.  

 
Wakild, Emily “Naturalizing Modernity: Urban Parks, Public Gardens, and Drainage  

Projects in Porfirian Mexico City,” Estudios Mexicanos/Mexican Studies 23:1 
(Winter 2007): 101-123.  

 
Warman, Arturo. “We Come to Object” The Peasants of Morelos and the National State,  

Stephen K. Ault, trans. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980.  
 
_____. El campo mexicano en el siglo XX, (México: Fondo de cultura económica, 2001). 
 
Warren, Louis. The Hunter’s Game: Poachers and Conservationists in Twentieth Century  

America. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997. 
 
Washington, Sylvia Hood, Paul C. Rosier, and Heather Goodall, eds. Echoes from the  

Poisoned Well: Global Memories of Environmental Injustice. Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books, 2006.  

 
Waters, Wendy. “Remapping Identities: Road Construction and Nation Building in  

Postrevolutionary Mexico” in The Eagle and the Virgin: Nation and Cultural 
Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940, eds. Mary Kay Vaughan and Stephen E. Lewis, 
221-242. Durham: Duke University Press, 2006. 

 
Weiner, Douglas R. Models of Nature: Ecology, Conservation and Cultural Revolution in  

Soviet Russia 2d. ed. Pittsburg: University of Pittsburg Press, [1988] 2000.  
 
Weisman, Alan. Gaviotas: A Village to Reinvent the World. White River Junction, VT:  

Chelsea Green Publishing, 1998.   
 
West, Patrick C. and Steven R. Brechin, eds. Resident Peoples and National Parks:  

Social Dilemmas and Strategies in International Conservation. Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1991. 

 
West, Rebecca. Survivors in Mexico ed. Bernard Schweizer. New Haven: Yale University  

Press, 2003. 
 
White, Richard. “Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work For A Living?” in  



 309

Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, William Cronon, ed. 
New York: W.W. Norton, 1996.   

 
Womack, John. Zapata and the Mexican Revolution. New York: Knopf, 1969. 
 
Worster, Donald.  Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas, 2d ed. (Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press, [1977] 1994.   
 
Wright, Angus. The Death of Ramón González: The Modern Agricultural Dilemma.  

Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990.   
 
Young, Emily. “Local People and Conservation in Mexico's El Vizcaino Biosphere  

Reserve" Geographical Review 89, no. 3 (1999): 364-90. 
 
Zerner, Charles ed. People, Plants, and Justice: The Politics of Nature Conservation.  

New York: Columbia University Press, 2000.  
 
DISSERTATIONS AND THESES 
 
Crocker, Marvin D. “The Evolution of Mexican Forest Policy and Its Influence upon  

Forest Resources” Ph.D. diss. Oregon State University 1973. 
 
Juárez Flores, José Juan. “Malintzin Matlalcuéyetl: Bosques, alumbrado público y  

conflicto social en la desarticulación de un etorno ecológico (Puebla-Tlaxcala, 
1760-1870), M.A. Thesis, Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana Iztapalapa, 
January 2005. 

 
Muñoz, María Elinor Olin. “‘They are as Mexican as we’: Luís Echeverría Álvarez and  

the Politics of Indigenismo, 1970-1976,” M.A. Thesis, University of Nebraska, 
Lincoln, 2004.   

 
Olvera Ach, Helios. "Anteproyecto para la construcción de un teleférico en el Parque  

Nacional Ixtaccihuatl-Popocatépetl." M.A. Thesis Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, 1966.   

 
Pérez Bertruy, Ramona Isabel. “Parques y jardines públicos de la Ciudad de México,  

1881-1911” PhD diss. El Colegio de México, 2003.  
 
Waters, Wendy. “Roads, the Carnivalesque and the Mexican Revolution: Transforming  

Modernity in Tepoztlán, 1928-1943” M.A. thesis, Texas Christian University, 
1994. 

 
Wright-Rios, Edward. “Piety and Progress: Vision, Shrine, and Society in Oaxaca, 1887- 

1934” Ph.D. diss. University of California, San Diego, 2004.   


	Moerer, Andrea. “Space and Commemorative Practice in el Bosque de Chapultepec” 
	Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Historical Association Conference, Atlanta, January 6, 2007. 

