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ABSTRACT
The Porfirian press in Mexico City (1876-1911) presents an ideal case study for
late nineteenth-century Mexican society. This particular epoch in Mexican history
represented a time of fundamental change as the country emerged from nearly a half
century of chaos and internecine strife into a modem, prosperous and orderly country.
For the historian of this important and transforming era, newspapers serve as cultural
mirrors, providing images that allow us to see, interpret and understand this society. In
this role as cultural actors, the Porfirian press served five defining roles: it was a power
resource with the potential to influence and shape society; it was the arena where the
social, economic and political events of society were publicly acted out; it was the source
of the definitions and images that comprised the shared reality; it designated fame and
celebrity status to individuals in that society; and it set the parameters of what was normal
and abnormal in that society.
This study of Porfirian newspapers in Mexico City reveals three fundamental
aspects: capital society was highly diverse and contentious, Mexico City residents faced
divergent social and political problems and these newspapers mirrored a changing and
modernizing nation ~ they not only chronicled this transformation, they were directly part
of it.
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Preface

The media are both a product and also a reflection of the history of their
own society and have played a part in it. Despite the similarities of mass
media institutions across societies, the media are by origin, practice and
convention very much national [McQuail's emphasis] institutions and
respond to domestic, political and social pressures and to the expectations
of their audiences. They reflect, express and sometimes actively serve the
'national interest,' as determined by other, more powerful actors and
institutions.
Denis McQuail, Mass Communication Theory

The press is indeed a powerful tool for historians to use in their attempts to
understand the past. For the historian of Mexico, the Porfirian press (1876-1911)'
presents an ideal case study for late nineteenth-century Mexican society. This particular
epoch in Mexican history represented a time of fimdamental change as the country
emerged from nearly a half century of chaos and intemecine strife into a modem,
prosperous and orderly country. This transformation, however, came at a high social cost
especially to those Mexicans living at the lower end of the economic scale and those
living in rural areas ~ the majority of Mexicans. Porfirio Diaz's attempt to drag
Mexicans into a modem era was predicated on positivist principles of order and progress.

'In this dissertation the terms "Porfirian" or "Porfiriato" will refer to the reign of
Porfirio Diaz as President from 1876-1880 and from 1884 until 1911, including the
interregnum of President Manuel Gonzalez, 1880-1884.
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the theme of his long-term tenancy as president. When Diaz came to power in 1876,
Mexico was in economic shambles. Existing infrastructure was in disrepair, new
nineteenth-century technologies such as the railroad and telegraph were nearly non
existent, and lawlessness was rampant. By 1910, the economy was healthy and
prosperous, railroads crisscrossed the nation, and order was restored, all of which greatly
improved Mexico's standing in the international community as exemplified by
tremendous foreign investment.
On the surface, Mexican society appeared to be headed down the road of
modernization and prosperity, seemingly unified and orderly in an attempt to show the
world that Mexico had thrown off the mantle of colonial backwardness and its refiise of
chaos. Scholars of that period have, of course, disabused us of that idyllic picture. We
now know that "order and progress" came at a very high cost — in terms of nationalism
and liberty. Foreigners, in collusion with wealthy Mexicans and government officials,
reaped the majority of the prosperity, taking millions of dollars in profit out of the
country.^ Likewise, the peace came at the expense of liberty as law was used by the few
to control and manipulate the many, creating a delicate balance that tended to emanate

^See John H. Coatsworth, Growth Against Development: The Economic Impact of
Railroads in Porfirian Mexico (DeKalb: Northem Illinois University Press, 1981); Mark
Wasserman, Capitalists, Caciques and Revolution: The Native Elite and Foreign
Enterprise in Chihuahua Mexico, 1854-1911 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1984); and Allen Wells, Yucatan's Gilded Age: Haciendas, Henequin, and
International Harvester, 1860-1915 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1985).
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from the seat of national power ~ President Di'az — through the state governors and down
to the local level.'
We are left with an ambiguous picture of Mexican society. In an effort to expand
this equivocal view, this study proposes to examine and analyze a new set of actors that
has thus far been missing from the English-language literature - the press in Mexico
City''. Mexico has a long and rich history of the periodical newspaper, dating from the
Gaceta de Mexico, which began publishing on January 1,1722. Likewise, a rich
historiography of Mexican journalism exists in the Spanish-language literature.^ What is
missing, however, is a clear understanding and analysis of the role the periodical press
played in Porfirian society, and, more importantly, what the press can tell us about that
society. Such an undertaking begs the fundamental question of the role of the press in a
society: Does the press shape society or merely reflect it? While an easy answer is
impossible, newspapers of this era can provide a multifaceted view of Porfirian society.
Newspapers and the stories they contain serve as important tools for
understanding a particular society and its culture, values and mores. They demonstrate ~
on a regular basis ~ attempts to order the collective existence of their own society.

'See Paul J. Vanderwood, Disorder and Progress: Bandits, Police, and Mexican
Development, revised ed. (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources, 1992).
''In this dissertation the term "press" refers to the institution of mass
communication and its role in society, and the terms "newspapers" and "periodicals" refer
to the publications themselves.
^For a fuller discussion of this historiography, see Chapter 1.
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Journalism scholar John E. Erickson, in examining the use of newspapers as historical
sources, stated:
The historian, when considering a collection of such [news] reports
produced during some previous era, is given a chance to glimpse the way
in which a variety of facts of existence were held to be important,
frightening, funny, tragic or merely interesting. The historian who pauses
long enough to catch that glimpse has encountered reporting as one
component of culture.®
We can begin to address the value of the press in society by examining its
fundamental purpose in publicly defining how power is used and distributed, how
society's problems are managed and how change is integrated into the larger society. The
press in Porfirian society can be understood by applying the five roles that modem-day
scholars use in defining the media. First, the press was a "power resource" with the
potential to influence, shape and control society. Through technology newspapers
transmitted the essential information necessary for most social institutions to flmction.
Second, the press provided the "location (or arena)" where the social, economic and
political events of society were publicly acted out. Third, it served as a "source" of the
definitions and images that comprised the shared social reality. Fourth, it designated
"fame" or celebrity status to individuals in that society. Finally, it articulated the
parameters of what was "normal" and, by extension, "abnormal" in a society.^

®John E. Erickson, "One Approach to the Cultural History of Reporting,"
Journalism History 22:2 (1975): 40.
^Denis McQuail, Mass Communication Theory: An Introduction, 3rd ed. (London:
Sage Publications, 1994), pp. 1-2.
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Fundamentally, the press is a social institution that is "subject to definition and
limitation" by the larger society. Therefore, the press has a dependent relationship with
society as "the forces historically at work in societies and the wider world are more potent
than the media or the immediate influence which these might exert."* This is not to say,
however, that the press is not, nor has not, exercised influence and control in society.
Merely that the press, as an institution, is subject to the larger society and its own rules as
expressed through laws, regulations and pressiires (whether overt or covert). Another
way to view the role of the press is to understand that it operates in the public sphere on
behalf of society. Because of this unique relationship in society, the press exercises a
high level of freedom "as economic, political and cultural actors."' It is in this role where
newspapers uniquely serve historians as a way in which to view society. By carefiilly
inspecting newspapers and the values inherent in their news stories, feature articles,
editorials and even advertising, we have access to the ways in which the press gave
meaning to the world it inhabited.'"
Historians and other scholars have most commonly utilized newspapers merely as
primary soiurces in an attempt to obtain facts or for sensational quotes." This is true of
%id.
'Ibid, pp. 11-12..
'°Erickson, "One Approach," p. 40.
"Jerry W. Knudson, "Periodization of the Mexican Press," Contemporary
Mexico: Papers of the IV International Congress of Mexican History, edited by James W.
Wilkie, Michael C. Meyer and Edna Monzon de Wilkie (Berkeley: University of
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the historiography of Mexican journalism as well.'* The potential contribution of
newspapers to historians, however, is much greater than merely as a factual source.
Historian Jerry Knudson argued that newspapers should also be viewed as formulators of
pubUc opinion:
History, after all, should be concerned not only with what actually
happened in any given time and place, but also with what people thought
was happening as revealed to them through the means of public
information, which in turn conditioned their subsequent actions. Seen in
this light, the press is a potent catalyst in the historical proces .. .'^
The development of the press in the Western tradition follows an evolutionary
model. The first newspapers appeared nearly 200 years after the invention of printing in
1450 as handbills, newsletters and pamphlets and reported mainly on trade and
commerce. What denoted the early newspaper and served as its defining parameters were
its regular appearance; its role as a commercial enterprise; and its multiple purposes as
provider not only of information for public consumption, but also the public record,
advertising and as a source of entertainment. One of the earliest developments of the
press was its potential role as an adversary to the established power structures of society.
At the heart of this adversarial role was the press's struggle for freedom to publish, which
usually was part of a larger effort to attain political rights based on freedom and

California Press, 1973), p. 749.
'^Florence Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario de laprensa en elporfiriato (Mexico:
Fundacion Manuel Buendia, 1989), p. 7.
'^Knudson, "Periodization," p. 749.
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democracy.''*
The second discemable step in the evolution of the press was the rise of a
newspaper-reading public during the nineteenth century. Scholars do not agree on the
exact cause for this growth of readership beyond the business and educated classes.
Several factors appear to have been at work: technological iimovations that allowed for
newspapers to be printed faster and therefore the quantity increased and the cost
decreased; rising literacy rates; rising demand for democracy; and popular demand.'^
The rise of the political press in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is another
factor in the historical evolution of the press. These political newspapers were organs of
the various political parties. They published the party line in editorials, which spouted
doctrinaire rhetoric and were given precedence over news. (This style of newspaper was
most prevalent in Mexico during the nineteenth century as the great debate between
liberals and conservatives was waged on the pages of Mexican periodicals.) Generally
speaking, the political party press was replaced between 1850 and 1900 by what one
scholar calls the "high-bourgeois" phase of journalism, which reflected the triumph of
liberalism. The ideology of the high-bourgeois press was its recognition as an
independent voice in society, free from vested interests, whether political or
governmental. It saw its role as the voice in society that spoke for the "national interest."

'"•McQuail, Mass Communication, pp. 13-14.
'^Michael Schudson, Discovering the News: A Social History of American
Newspapers (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1978), pp. 30-40.
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The press took its social responsibility seriously. Concomitant was the rise of journalistic
professionalism and an emphasis on the objective reporting of events. News stories took
the place of editorials on the front page.'®
The "high-bourgeois" role has remained as the ideological underpinning of the
press up until the present. The reality, however, is that by the turn of the century the press
became and has remained a commercial enterprise — operated for profit and heavily
dependent on advertising revenues. Along with this commercialization came an emphasis
on stories of human interest, sensational stories and entertainment so as to reach a broader
audience."
The Porfirian press marks an important transition in Mexican journalism — the
movement from a predominantly political press with the ideals of a high-bourgeois press
to a predominantly commercial press, the modem newspaper. Until 1896, Mexican
periodicals were fundamentally political institutions; newspapers were polemical and
analytical and served as the location where the great debates between liberals and
conservatives of the nineteenth century were played out. According to Florence
Toussaint Alcaraz, "Joumalism was fimdamentally understood as a means to express
ideas, manifest postures and to proselytize."'* And, according to historian Stanley Ross,

'®McQuail, Mass Communication, pp. 15-16.
'^Ibid., p. 16.
'^Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 34.
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Mexican newspapers in the nineteenth century represented "the best medium for those
who wanted to mold the public opinion or had a political, literary or historical message to
communicate.""
In addition to providing a vehicle for political discourse of the day, newspapers
also reflected the social and cultural evolution of Mexican society through the topics they
chose to report on and write about. Newspapers were the "seed bed" for the ideas that
had been formulated by the politicians and intellectuals of the day. Furthermore, they
disseminated those ideas to Mexicans before free education was instituted. And, in an
important way, Porfirian newspapers and periodicals "modernized with the country," thus
giving the historian a unique view into this time of fundamental change.^" The press not
only recorded social change, it was part of it.
Scholars of Mexican journalism divide Porfirian newspapers into two main types:
political and specialty newspapers. For all intents and purposes, the political newspapers
were the daily and weekly periodicals that people read to keep informed of the day's
events. These included those that reported not only on politics, but those periodicals that
were referred to as religious, political-literary, humoristic, workers, women and

"Stanley I. Ross, Periodicos y revistas, vol. 1 of Fuentes de la historia
contempordnea de Mexico (Mexico: El Colegio de Mexico, 1965), p. vii. According to
Ross, Mexican newspapers played a large role in disseminating literary and historical
works through the practice of publishing chapters of books in newspapers.
-"Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 7.

informative.-' Of the 576 periodicals published in the Federal District during the
Porfiriato, 409 were considered in this broad category.^ Specialty publications included
journals on agriculture, science, medicine, commerce, mining, industry, literature,
education and the arts.^ The political press is divided into two main categories: the
independent newspapers and the government-subsidized newspapers. Under the
independent newspaper category were those that were free of any government support,
and included newspapers that were liberal, conservative and oppositional.
What can the press tell us about Porfirian society in Mexico City?^"* First,
newspapers of the time represented a society that was highly diverse and contentious —
these periodicals were social and political critics. A strong and vocal press existed
throughout the Porfirian period, its antecedents found in the burgeoning liberal ideology
of the post-independence era and institutionalized in the newspapers of the Reforma and
the Restored Republic. Many levels of criticism were expressed through editorials and
news articles.
By examining this multi-leveled discourse we can see how the press not only
-'Ibid., p. 33.
^Ibid., p. 34. For a complete list of the extant newspapers in Mexico City
archives during this era, see Appendix 4, "Indice Hemerografico de Periodicos del D.F.,"
pp. 76-108.
^Ibid., pp. 39-43.
^"^For the purposes of this study, only newspapers and periodicals published in
Mexico City are examined. The press in Mexico City was chosen because, as the capital,
it represented the political, social and economic core of the nation.

functioned in society, but also the many voices each newspaper carried, demonstrating the
complexity and diversity that existed. Two well-defined levels of dialogue can be found
in Porfirian newspapers and each helps us better comprehend the contentious nature of
this society. One dialogue existed between and among newspapers themselves. The
other significant dialogue existed between the newspaper and its readers. At times both
dialogues occurred simultaneously and at others singularly.
Secondly, newspapers and periodicals reflected certain concerns for society,
which are evident in the published news stories and editorials. Journalists and editors
debated social values and mores, and in these debates we can detect their concerns and
hopes for a better Mexico. These issues ranged from alcoholism to public hygiene and
from the lottery to the bullfights. Newspapers concemed themselves with philosophical
issues as well, such as liberty, a practical element of which was freedom of the press
itself
Finally, newspapers mirrored a changing and modernizing Mexico. New
technologies altered printing and the physical appearance of newspapers and, at the same
time, the changing social values of Mexicans encouraged new approaches to newspaper
advertisements. These, in turn, helped create a new consumer society.
Porfirian newspapers provide a unique lens with which to view a society in great
flux. The picture we are able to draw of this society is one that is shaped by educated and

articulate individuals." Even though this is an elite discourse, it nevertheless provides us
with a varied view of Mexican society that is anything but monolithic. Until 1900,
various ideologies fueled the writings of journalists. Not until the advent of the modem
newspaper at the end of the century did Mexican joumalism shift to an emphasis on news
and away from political polemics. Yet, even with this shift, newspapers maintained their
variety of voices.
This important transformation broadens our joumalistic lens and provides us not
only with a look at a changing institution, but also the discourse that accompanied that
change. Newspapers in Mexico City during the Porfiriato represented a varied and
contentious lot. By examining them and their discourse we gain valuable insights into a
society that was much more complex than the Mexico too often portrayed as the epitome
of order and progress.

"Joumalists in nineteenth-century Mexico reflected varied, yet educated
backgrounds: many were lawyers, teachers, politicians and poets. Jacqueline Covo, "La
prensa en la historiografia mexicana: problemas y perspectivas," Historia Mexicana 42:3
(1993): 699.

Chapter 1
An Introduction to Porfirian Newspapers
Since the early days, Mexican Journalism has played a relevant role to the
development of the social life of the country.
Florence Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario de la prensa en el porfiriato

The complexity of Porfirian society in Mexico City can be understood in
microcosm by examining the newspapers of that era. Historically, the press has been an
important actor in society, at times reflecting society's values and beliefs and other times
attempting to change those values and beliefs. This is particularly true of Porfirian
newspapers, but what is significant in the study of these newspapers is the diverse
viewpoints that are found there. The variety of voices found in periodicals of the era
clearly demonstrate an acute tension within society at a time when political leaders
attempted to establish a monolithic political structure based on the maxim of "order and
progress." The changes wrought by modernization and technology further fueled this
friction and divisiveness. The diversity and contentious nature of the Porfirian press, as
well as the other images created in Porfirian newspapers, help us fashion a more nuanced
appreciation of Mexican society during that time of great change.
This chapter lays the groundwork for such a study. First, the historiography of
Mexican journalism is analyzed, focusing on those secondary works that best inform this

particular analysis. The historiography is followed by a brief history of the Mexican press
from the colonial era up to the Porfiriato. Finally, the chapter concludes with a brief
chronological study of the Porfirian press and a general description of newspapers of the
period.

Historiography of Mexican Journalism
Mexican journalism has been a popular topic of study, especially among Mexican
scholars. As early as 1889 scholars began chronicling the history of the press in Mexico.'
Ironically, the first important history of Mexican joumalism was by an American.
Prepared as a master's thesis in joumalism at the University of Missouri ui the 1920s,
Henry Lepidus's study is a narrative and chronological history of the Mexican press,
focusing on important newspapers and journalists and offering anecdotes in Mexican
journalism." The thesis was translated into Spanish and published m 1927 in the Anales
del Museo Nacional de Arqueologia, Historia y Etnografia, and it continues to be
consulted and used by scholars today.
Following Lepidus's thesis, several histories of Mexican joumalism were
published in Mexico between the 1930s and 1960s. Much as Lepidus's effort, these

'Luis Gonzalez Obregon, "Apuntes para la historia del periodismo,"i?evwto
Nacional de Letrasy Ciencias 1 (1889): 322-327.
"Heruy Lepidus, "Historia del periodismo mexicano," translated by Manuel
Romero de Terreros, Anales del Mueso Nacional de Arqueologia, Historia y Etnografia
4:1 (1927): 380-471.

works evidence a strong focus on the narrative, personalities and anecdotes. They, too,
serve as important sources of factual information.^ During the 1960s, however, came the
important two-volume work on the press and the Mexican Revolution by Diego Arenas
Guzman.'' He examined the role of the press in bringing down the Diaz regime and in
shaping and promoting the Mexican Revolution. Arenas Guzm^ tells his story in
narrative form, relying heavily on newspapers themselves, often quoting extensively from
them. For the scholar of Porfirian newspapers, this approach is disappointing because he
never provides citations for the newspapers that he uses. Nevertheless, the work is useful
in understanding the important role the press played in fomenting and promoting
revolution.
Since the 1960s the historiography of the Mexican press has broadened its focus
especially for journalism in the nineteenth century. For example, scholars have examined

^See Graciela Alvarez, et al, Ensayos sobre periodismo (Mexico: Biblioteca de la
Universidad Femenina de Mexico, 1955); F. Ibarra de Anda, El periodismo en Mexico:
Lo que esy lo que deber ser (Mexico: Imprenta Mundial, 1934); Teodoro Torres,
Periodismo (Mexico: Ediciones Botas, 1937); Maria Teresa Lopez Alcocer, Resena
historica del periodismo politico mexicano (Mexico: Universidad Femenina de Mexico,
1954); Miguel Velasco Valdes, Historia del periodismo mexicano (apuntes) (Mexico:
Libreria de Manuel Porrua, 1955); Moises Ochoa Campos, Resena historica del
periodismo mexicano (Mexico: Editorial Porrua, 1968).
•'Diego Arenas Guzm^, El periodismo en la revolucion mexicana, 2 vols.
(Mexico: Bibiloteca del Instituto Nacional de Estudios Historicos de la Revolucion
Mexicana, 1966 and 1967). Vol. 1 is especially useful because it covers the years 18761908; vol. 2 covers from 1908-1917.

the role of the press during the wars for Mexican independence,® its political power
during the Reforma® and the effects of censorship during the nineteenth century/
Likewise, one entire issue in 1982 of the Revista Mexicana de Ciencias PoUticasy
Sociales was devoted to articles on nineteenth-century Mexican journalism.* Several of
these articles examined important newspapers published during the Porfiriato, including
El Imparcial, the first modem newspaper and one that was heavily subsidized by the
Mexican government;' El Hijo del Ahuizote, the important humor and opposition
publication;'" and El Diario del Hogar, the long-running independent and opposition
daily newspaper." Additionally, specialty periodicals became subjects of study. For

®J.M. Miquel I. Verges, La independencia mexicana y la prensa insurgente
(Mexico: Instituto Nacional de Estudios Historicos de la Revolucion Mexicana, 1985).
^Gerald L. McGowan, Prensay poder, 1854-1857: La Revolucion de Ayutla, el
Congreso Constituyente (Mexico: El Colegio de Mexico, 1978).
'Maria del Carmen Reyna, La prensa censurada durante el siglo XIX(Mexico:
Secretaria de Educacion Piiblica, 1976).
®See Revista Mexicana de Ciencias PoUticasy Sociales 109 (1982).
'Blanca Aguilar Plata, "El Imparcial: Su oficio y su negocio," Revista Mexicana
de Ciencias Politicas y Sociales 109 (1982): 77-101.
'"Guadalupe Escamilla Gil, "El Hijo del Ahuizote: semenario feroz, padre de m^
de cnzXxo"Revista Mexicana de Ciencias Politicas y Sociales 109 (1982): 117-122.
"Florence Toussaint, "Diario del Hogar: de lo domestico y lo politico," Revista
Mexicana de Ciencias Politicas y Sociales 109 (1982): 103-116.
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example, the humoristic press and the use of caricatures received scholarly attention.'^
Other topics have included the worker press,organizations for journalists''' and the early
Mexican reporters.'^
For purposes of the Porfirian press, the work of two scholars stands out and
provides some of the factual background for this study. The work of Maria del Carmen
Ruiz Castaneda, currently the director of the Institute de Investigaciones Bibliograficas in
Mexico City, is an excellent survey of Mexican journalism in general.'® But the most
important work for Porfirian newspapers is Florence Toussaint Alcaraz's study of the
press during that period.'^ Her overview focuses on all facets of newspaper operations

'^See Rafael Carrasco Puente, La caricatura en Mexico (Mexico: Imprenta
Universitaria, 1953); Manuel Gonzalez Ramirez, La caricatura poUtica (Mexico: Fondo
de Cultura Economica, 1955); and Salvador Pruneda, La caricatura como arma politico
(Mexico: 1958).
'^Guillermina Bringas and David Mascareno, Esbozo historico de la prensa
obrera en Mexico (Mexico: Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, 1988).
'"'Maria Teresa Camarillo Carbajal, El sindicato de periodistas, una Utopia
mexicana: Las agrupaciones de periodistas en la ciudad de Mexico (1872-1929)
(Mexico: UNAM, 1988).
'^Irma Lombardo, De la opinion a la noticia: El surgimiento de los generos
informativos en Mexico (Mexico: Medios Utilies, 1992).
'®Maria del Carmen Rufz Castaneda, La prensa pasado y presente de Mexico, 2nd
ed. (Mexico: UNAM, 1990). See also Rufz Castaneda, Luis Reed Torres and Enrique
Cordero y Torres, Elperiodismo en Mexico: 450 anos de historia (Mexico: Editorial
Tradicion, 1974) and Ruiz Castaiieda's Catdlago de seudonimos, anagramas, inicialesy
otros alias usados por escritores mexicanosy extranjeros que han publicado en Mexico
(Mexico: UNAM, 1985).
"Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario.
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from the role of the reporter to the means of distribution and provides the factual base for
the more analytical examination to be undertaken in this work.

Early History of Mexican Journalism
Mexico has the longest tradition of journalism in the westem hemisphere. Even
before the Spanish arrived in the Central Valley of Mexico, the Toltecs and Aztecs
disseminated news and public information on coarse banners made of maguey paper and
attached to statues for public viewing.'^ The Spanish, however, brought the first printing
press to the Americas in Mexico City in 1535." Yet, the regular appearance of
newspapers did not occur in Mexico until the eighteenth century. The precursor to the
newspaper were the hojas volantes (broadsides), which were two- to four-page sheets
published irregularly during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.*® These circulars or
fliers were only published for important news. For example, the first news reported on
the continent was a special circular recounting the devastating earthquake in Guatemala
on September 10 and 11,1541.*'
In general, periodicals of the colonial period were marked by their emphasis on

'^Ibarra de Anda, Elperiodismo, p. 33.
"Jose Torre Revello, El libro, la imprentay el periodismo en America durante la
dominacion espanola (Buenos Aires: Casa Jacobo Peuser, 1940), pp. 138-139.
-"Lepidus, "Historia," p. 381.
"'Ochoa Campos, Resena historica, p. 25.
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literary and religious thought rather than news.^ Their development was hindered during
the colonial period by three factors: printers were subject to rigorous censorship by the
Church and State; the cost of paper was exorbitant (a factor that also plagued publishers
throughout the nineteenth century); and high illiteracy proved a great hindrance (another
factor that lasted until the end of the nineteenth century)."
Mexico's first newspaper — the Gaceta de Mexico ~ began publishing on January
1,1722, in Mexico City. It was written and edited by a priest. Dr. Juan Ignacio de
Castorena Ursiia y Goyeneche, who later became bishop of Yucatan. The Gaceta
contained official news, religious articles and commercial and maritime news. It was
published monthly, but lasted for only six months.^"* It was resurrected by another priest,
Juan Francisco Sahagun de Arevalo Ladron de Buevara, in 1728 and continued
publishing until 1739. It reappeared for a third time in 1742 as the Mercurio de Mexico.^
The country's first daily newspaper, the Diario de Mexico, began publishing October 1,
1805, in Mexico City. Founded by Carlos Maria de Bustamante and Jacobo de
Villaurrutia, the daily contained civil and religious news and was licensed by the

^Ibarra de Anda, El periodismo, p. 36.
"Lepidus, "Historia," p. 385.
^''See Ochoa Campos, Resena historica, pp. 38-46 and Ibarra de Anda, El
periodismo, p. 34.
^^Ochoa Campos, Resena historica, p. 46.
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government. It continued publishing until early 1817.^®
During Mexico's wars for independence a fimdamental shift occurred in Mexican
journalism. Newspapers became political organs, filling their columns with the political
polemics of the day and relegating news stories to mere snippets usually located in a
column on the second or third page. The advent of these political newspapers marked the
beginning of combative journalism, a legacy that lasted to the turn of the century. In
addition to serving as a medium for disseminating political ideas, newspapers of the
nineteenth century also published literary and historical writings."' But the heart of the
combative journalism was the debate between liberals and conservatives, that intensified
in the 1840s and 1850s with the emergence of two of Mexico's great nineteenth-century
liberal newspapers: El Siglo XIXand El Monitor Republicano. Both newspapers took up
the mantle of liberalism in their rhetorical battles with the conservative and pro-Church
newspapers of the era. And, both newspapers fell victim to the changing tide of
journalism that marked the end of the nineteenth century. Out-of-step with the modem
journalism and technology, neither paper could compete with those newspapers that
championed news over politics. Both closed their doors in 1896, the same year that the
first modem newspaper ~ El Imparcial ~ began publishing.^*

^®Ibid., pp. 83-89, and Rm'z Castaneda, La Prensa, p. 17.
"'Ross, Periodicos y revistas, p. xix.
'^El Siglo XIX began publishing in 1841 and El Monitor Republicano in 1850.

The Restored Republic, 1867-1876, marked the beginning of modem Mexico,
according to Mexico's leading historian, Daniel Cosio Villegas. It represented the period
where freedom of the press was most respected in Mexican history. Furthermore, Cosfo
Villegas argued that the vigor of a free press coincided with the high intellectual and
moral quality of Mexico's political leaders.^' Another scholar has referred to these years
as the era of "presidents and newspapers." Periodicals were numerous, diverse and
combative. The tenor of attack at times reached such high levels that duels were fought
in an attempt to resolve debate.^" More importantly, and contrary to Cosfo Villegas's
model, the modem Mexican newspapers did not appear during the Restored Republic, but
rather in the middle of the thirty-five-year Porfirian regime. Freedom of the press,
however, came under attack during the Porfiriato and the governments of Porfirio Diaz
and Manuel Gonzalez.

The Porfirian Press ~ Historical Overview
A significant transformation occurred to newspapers in Mexico City during the
Porfiriato. Throughout the time period changes took place that marked the shift from the
political newspaper to the modem, commercial newspaper. Signs of this movement
include the shift from a predominance of editorials and political rhetoric to more news

^'Daniel Cosfo Villegas, Llamadas (Mexico: El Colegio de Mexico, 1980), p. 7.
^°Jose Bravo Ugarte, Periodistas y periddicos mexicanos (hasta 1935) (Mexico:
Editorial Jus, 1966), p. 66.

stories; the appearance of small-sized newspapers whose sensationalized news stories
attracted a broader readership;^' and the advent of newspapers that sold for one centavo
for the first time. Likewise, technological advances allowed for larger numbers of
newspapers to be produced resulting in a need to attract more readers. To draw in larger
audiences, newspapers changed their physical appearance by using illustrations and
photographs,^^ different type styles and stories that appealed to a broader segment of
society. To reach this larger audience, newspapers also down-played partisan political
ideology and focused on objectively reporting the news.
In addition to these changes, the national government adopted different strategies
for dealing with the press. During his first presidential term (1876-1880), Diaz respected
the rights of the press and newspapers maintained their political identifications and
vigorous role." During this time, the largest number of newspapers was in circulation,
including 128 periodicals in Mexico City,^'' and the quality of those newspapers has been

^'Stories about murder, suicide, vice and natural disasters comprised the subjects
of most sensational articles. The common denominator of all sensational news stories
was the human element. As capital newspapers transformed themselves from political
organs to informative periodicals, stories focused on people and their activies or
circumstances became the link to reach a varied audience.
rarity in the nineteenth century, the appearance of photographs became a
common practice after 1900.
^^Luz Maria Frutos, "Prensa lozana," Historia Mexicana (1951): 116.
^''Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 16.
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described as "sparkling, incisive, varied and elegant.But in subsequent years, a steady
decline in the number of newspapers occurred for several reasons. First, Di'az was able to
consolidate his power generally. Second, the government began the systematic
persecution and repression of the press. Third, new technologies that allowed for printing
presses to produce large numbers of newspapers daily hurt those that could not afford the
technology. Newspapers that produced between 1,000 and 2,000 copies per day and sold
for six centavos each could not compete with those newspapers with faster printing
presses that produced from 20,000 to 50,000 copies per day and sold for one centavo per
copy. Finally, the government subsidized certain newspapers, thus allowing those papers
to purchase the new technology. The government also benefitted because its subsidies
helped ensure newspapers loyal to the regime.^®
The shift to greater governmental control of newspapers began during the
interregnum of Manuel Gonzalez (1880-1884) with an amendment to Article 7 of the
Constitution of 1857. The Constitution prohibited government censorship, and the only
restriction on the freedom of the press was that it must respect private life, morality and
the public peace. Originally, Article 7 stated that any infractions by the press would be
judged by two juries: one jury would determine the facts of the case and the other would

^^Moises Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato — la vida social, 5th. ed., vol. 4 of
Historia moderna de Mexico, edited by Daniel Cosio Villegas (Mexico: Editorial
Hermes, 1990), pp. 675-677.
^^Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, pp. 21-34.
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decide application of the law and any punishment that might be rendered. The reform of
the article removed the two-jury system and imposed judges — appointed by the
government ~ to rule in cases involving the press. The amendment was first proposed in
1882; it was approved by state legislatures and became part of the Constitution in
1883.^' The result was the use of the law and the judiciary to persecute those not in
accord with the Porfirian regime, creating, in effect, the means to muzzle the press.
Defamation was the crime most used to prosecute journalists. To effect such
charges, judges used the "psychological test," which was developed by Juan P&ez de
Leon, a Federal District judge.^* Under this test journalists were held accountable not
only for what they wrote but for any psychological implications that could be drawn from
such writings.^' During the Gonzalez presidency a number of dissident journalists were
handed over to these special tribunals for prosecution. With the return of Diaz to the
presidency in 1884 the prosecution and persecution of the independent press became
systematic. As a result the opposition press grew, generally reaching its most active
stages during re-election years. Persecution included closing down printing presses,

^'For a fuller discussion of the politics behind the reform of Article 7 see Don M.
Coerver, The Porfirian Interregnum: The Presidency of Manuel Gonzalez of Mexico,
1880-1884 (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1979), pp. 96-100.
^'Pruneda, La caricatura, p. 112.
"See Ochoa Campos, Resena histdrica, p. 125, and Maria Elena Di'az, "The
Satiric Penny Press for Workers in Mexico, 1900-1910: A Case Study in the
Politicization of Popular Culture," Journal of Latin American Studies 22:3 (1990): 521, n.
63.
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jailing editors and reporters and, in the extreme, assassinations.'"' The relationship
between the Porfirian government and the press reflected a general journalism tenet
espoused by one scholar: "The security of the government was reflected in the level of
freedom of the press: the greater security the greater freedom, the greater insecurity, less
liberty.'"" While the oppression of the press flourished under Diaz, it did not obtain the
anticipated results. In fact, the number of opposition newspapers published in both the
capital and in the states grew during the Porfiriato."^
The government's subsidization of newspapers — a practice that began in Diaz's
first administration — provided a more incidious way of compromising the independent
press."*^ While the goverrunent claimed the subsidies increased literacy, the reality was a
government-guarantee of positive coverage. In effect, through subsidies, the government
created semi-ofBcial newspapers. In 1888 the national government subsidized thirty
periodicals in the capital and twenty-seven newspapers in the states."" The largest and

^"Several editors faced repeated imprisonment. For example, Daniel Cabrera,
director of El Hijo del Ahuizote, was repeatedly jailed; Filomeno Mata, director of El
Diario del Hogar was imprisoned more than 20 times; and Victoriano Agiieros, director
of El Tiempo was periodically jailed along with the editors of his newspaper.
Assassinations were limited to the provincial level. At least six journalists in the states
were assassinated during the time period. See Lopez Alcocer, Resena historica, p. 28.
"'Gerald L. McGowan, "Legislacion sobre libertad de imprenta en la reforma,"
Revista Mexicana de Ciencias Poh'ticas y Sociales 109 (1982): 76.
"^Torres, Periodismo, p. 124.
"'Ibid.
•"Rm'z Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, El periodismo, pp. 217-218.
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most significant subsidy went to El Imparcial, which was owned and directed by Rafael
Reyes Spmdola. With a large influx of private and government capital and an annual
subsidy of $52,000 pesos/^ Reyes Spmdola was able to buy the most advanced printing
presses and produce a new and modem newspaper.''® His circulation was large and the
cost to the reader was small. The appearance of a generously subsidized El Imparcial in
1896 prompted the closure of several newspapers unable to compete.
The watershed year for this transformation from a political to a modem press was
1896, which marked the introduction of El Imparcial and the closure of both El Siglo XIX
and El Monitor Republicano. The old-style political newspaper was dead. Readers came
to expect more from their daily newspaper than political editorials. The modem
newspaper not only emphasized news stories over editorials, but appealed to a wider
audience. Newspapers began to include articles and even entire pages dedicated to news
and information for and about women. Human interest stories also began to appear. The
physical appearance of the newspapers began to change as well. Newspapers no longer
relied on column after column of copy; they began using different column widths for
news copy and utilizing different type styles of headlines to demonstrate the importance

"^During the Porfiriato, the Mexican peso was devalued against the U.S. dollar. In
1876, the ratio of the two currencies was about equal. Beginning in 1878, the peso began
to slide steadily, hitting its lowest point in 1903 ~ I:.398. See Daniel Cosio Villegas, El
porfiriato - la vida econdmica, 3rd. ed., vol. 7 of Historia moderna de Mexico (Mexico:
Editorial Hermes, 1985), p. 866.
''^Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato ~ la vida social, pp. 678-679.
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of one story over another. Drawings and photographs were used to make pages more
aesthetically appealing and to illustrate stories. Additionally, the size and prominence of
advertising grew mainly as a means to pay for the cost of the new technologies and
innovations. No longer relegated to small blocks of copy on the back page, ads began
appearing throughout the newspaper, even on the &st page. Advertisements also utilized
appealing type styles and illustrations in an effort to promote better their products.""
The physical alterations were not the only changes in Mexican journalism. The
end of the nineteenth century also saw a shift in ideology linked to the pre-revolutionary
movement. This transformation in ideology occurred during the first decade of the
twentieth century as the nineteenth-century liberal ideology based on anticlericalism and
fundamental rights became transformed into calls for reforms based on social justice.
Newspapers openly attacked the goverrmient and defended ideals that were based on
liberal, socialistic and anarchistic thought. Jail cells filled as government persecution
became fierce in its efforts to silence the growing opposition. Many journalists fled
Mexico and continued their fight firom the outside. The key year in these changes was
1908, the year when Porfirio Diaz's interview with James Creehnan, a U.S. journalist,
was published. In the interview Di'az said he would not run again for president in 1910.
The news was carried by all the daily newspapers in Mexico City. That year also marked
the first Journalists' Congress, which served to strengthen those who used the press to

'"While physical changes contributed to silence many of the old-style newspapers
in 1896, that year also coincided with an economic depression throughout the country.

champion change in Mexico. In 1909 and 1910, Mexican newspapers appeared to be
unified in the belief that a change in the Mexican government was needed."** This final
surge by the opposition press served as a driving force in promoting the revolution and
the ouster of Di'az in May 1911.'*'

The Porfirian Press — General Description
Throughout the Porfiriato a variety of newspapers appeared in Mexico City. The
liberal political dailies like El Siglo XIX and El Monitor Republicano, competed with
conservative, pro-church dailies like El Tiempo and La Voz de Mexico. Additionally,
other newspapers incorporated from the United States the sensationalism of yellow
journalism. The Porfiriato also saw the dramatic rise in the nimiber of newspapers and
other periodicals published in Mexico. In 1884, 202 newspapers were published
throughout the nation, or one newspaper for every 53,858 people. By 1907, the number
of newspapers in the country had risen to 1,571, or one newspaper for every 9,337
Mexicans. Of the 202 newspapers in 1884,22 percent of those were published in Mexico
City; of the 1,571 in 1907,27 percent were published in the capital.'" During the thirty-

'*^Ruiz Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, El Periodismo, p. 235.
•"Ruiz Castaneda, La Prensa, pp. 135-136. Diaz responded with especially large
numbers of jailings of journalists, Ruiz Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, El
Periodismo, p. 237.
"Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato ~ la vida social, p. 681.
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five-year Porfiriato, 100 daily newspapers were published in Mexico City/'
These figures are significant when considering the literacy rates for the period.
Literacy was the highest in Mexico City and the larger number of periodicals published
there reflect this. For example, in 1902, Mexico City sported fifteen daily newspapers.^"
Estimates indicate that 38 percent of the population in Mexico City were literate in 1895;
the number rose to 50 percent in 1910. (This is compared to 14 percent literacy
nationwide in 1895 and 20 percent in 1910.) The large number of newspapers is also
significant when considing their purchase was a luxury for the poor. This is especially
true when one considers that in 1899 most people made between twenty-five and fifty
centavos per day and the average newspaper cost three centavos. In comparison, one kilo
of com cost four centavos, one kilo of rice sold for fourteen centavos and one kilo of beef
was twenty-four centavos.^^
Equal to the rise in the number of newspapers was the increase in circulation.
Before 1900, the largest dailies had an average circulation of 20,000 per day. These were
primarily represented by the "prema pequena" physically small newspapers that
emphasized sensational news stories and usually sold for one centavo. The circulation of
the large-sized dailies was far less than prensa pequena newspapers. For example. El

^'Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 15.
"Ruiz Castaiieda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, El periodismo, p. 226.
"Toussaint Alcaraz, pp. 69-70.
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Monitor Republicano had an average daily circulation of 7,000 in 1885, and in that same
year the pro-church daily El Tiempo published 3,500 per day. The rest of the daily
newspapers averaged between 600 and 2,500 daily circulation. These included
government-subsidized papers such as El Partido Liberal and La Patria, both of which
had circulations of 1,000 per day in 1885, as did the strongest opposition newspaper
during that year. El Diario del Hogar.^
By the end of the Porfiriato, newspapers such as El Imparcial and others with
modem printing plants boasted daily circulation figures of more than 100,000.^^ In its
first year of publishing. El Imparcial had an average daily circulation of about 33,000,
and by 1908 it was boasting a daily figure of almost 117,000.^® The important opposition
paper Regeneracion, at its height of publication, produced 30,000 copies of a single issue
in the post-1900 period. This was remarkable considering that it founders, Ricardo, Jesus
and Enrique Flores Magon, did not have modem printing equipment." Paulino Martinez,
a long-standing opposition editor, claimed in 1909 impressive circulation figures for his
three newspapers: El Insurgente — 12,000; La Voz de Juarez ~ 15,000; and El Chinaco —

'"Ibid., pp. 31-32.
''See El Imparcial, March 16, 1908, and "The Press in Mexico," Bulletin of the
Pan American Union 33 (1911): 149.
'®0n April 1, 1897, El Imparcial published 33,176 copies and on March 16, 1908,
116,938 were printed.
''Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 32.

20,000/''
For many the increase in circulation was directly linked to new technology, all of
which was imported from the United States. Credit for the first Merganthaler Linotype
machine^' and first rotary press in Mexico goes to Rafael Reyes Spmdola. He not only
introduced the modem equipment, but also U.S. press practices such as the news story
and the interview. He and others were influenced by U.S. journalism during two visits
made to the United States by Mexican joumalists in 1885 and 1911.®° The telegraph was
another important technology that newspapers used to gather foreign and statewide news.
Three main services were used: the Mexican Telegraph Agency used the telegraph lines
that followed the raihroad from Mexico City to El Paso; the Regagnon Agency utilized the
submerged cable via Galveston, Texas; and the Lee-Cook Agency was a service that
operated between Mexico and the United States.®'
While technology made the printing process easier and faster, it did not solve all
the technical problems Mexican newspaper publishers faced. The shortage of paper had
been a problem since the colonial period. Editors during the Porfiriato constantly
complained of the scarcity and high cost of paper. At times several weekly newspapers
'*Rmz Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres. Elperiodismo, p. 233.
^'The Merganthaler Linotype machine could cast type six times faster than a
compositor could set type by hand. See Sidney Kobre, Development of American
Journalism (Dubuque: Wm. C. Brown Co., 1969), p. 521.
^Knudson, "Periodization," p. 748.
®'Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 58.
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were delayed or not published at all because of the lack of paper. Before 1892, publishers
relied on imports of newsprint. Mexico's first paper factory was opened in 1892, but was
never able to meet the demands, and publishers were still forced to rely on imports.®"
Between 1888 and 1907, Mexico's importation of all printing paper increased more than
4,000 percent."
Newspapers were businesses and while they relied on subscriptions,
advertisements and government subsidies for some, the bulk of financial support came
firom printing other materials. Most all of the daily newspapers subsisted by printing
books, pamphlets and other publications." The staff of newspaper enterprises reflected
this multi-faceted role. The top position was the director, who oversaw operations. In
many instances the director was also the owner. Next in command was the responsible
editor, a position akin to managing editor in the United States. Other positions included
writers, translators, correctors, layout artists, type-setters, printers, binders (for books),
folders (usually women), aprentices and sellers."

"Ibid., pp. 64-65.
^^Estadisticas economicas delporfiriato: Comercio exterior de Mexico, 18771911 (Mexico: Colegio de Mexico, 1960), p. 215.
®^Lombardo, De la opinion, p. 13. An example of the type of printing services
offered is found in an ad for Jose Vicente Villada, the editor of El Partido Liberal.
Villada provided all types of typographic and lithographic services, including printing
documents for schools, factories, the government and the Church. See El Partido
Liberal, March 28, 1885.
"Ibid., pp. 13-14.

The heart of the newspapers, however, were the journalists who wrote and edited
the articles. During the earlier years of the Porfiriato two classes of journalists existed.
The first class were the "stars" or "las articulistas," who were usually the owners,
directors or editors. Their articles and editorials defined the ideological tone of the
newspapers. The second class were the "gacetilleros" — those who wrote the brief news
stories that appeared in the "Gacetilla" section. Many times gacetilleros relied on
information that had been published in other newspapers, a custom practiced throughout
the period. This mutually agreed upon arrangement allowed for one paper to reproduce in
part or whole articles from another with appropriate credit. Newspapers thus provided
news that they would not necessarily have access to, especially foreign and statewide
news.®® Over time the role of the gacetilleros developed into the reporter of the modem
newspaper. These changing roles reflected the general movement to a modem,
commercial press and the influence of U.S. journalism at the time. The "king of the
Mexican reporters, ""was Manuel Caballero, who worked for many of the leading capital
dailies throughout his journalistic career. Bom in Jalisco in 1849, he arrived in Mexico
City in 1876. Among the newspapers that he worked for were El Siglo XIX, La Patria, El
Noticioso, El Nacional and El Tiempo. His noted prowess as a reporter began with his

®®Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 57.
®'Lombardo, De la opinion, p. 63.
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coverage of a famous duel between two old Mexican army generals in 1887.®® Caballero
is also credited as the first reporter to utilize the telephone and telegraph to gather news.®'
Unless they owned the paper, many journalists might gain fame, but not earn
much money. Salaries were so low that many, such as the noted Manuel Gutierrez
Najera, died poor. Many also were poets, historians, writers of fiction, politicians and
educators. They were guaranteed long hours and scant pay. And, if they wrote for an
opposition newspapers, they might expect to visit the inside of Mexico City's notorious
Belen prison more than once.
By the time Diaz was forced from office in 1911, the modem Mexican newspaper
was fully established. A survey™ conducted of newspapers at the end of the Porfiriato
revealed the emergence of a newspaper that in many ways reflected that of today. The
survey found that fifly-six columns of space were produced in the average newspaper at
the end of the Porfiriato. Table 1 illustrates the manner in which that space was allocated.
This survey reflected a modem newspaper similar to today's dailies. Articles
Table 1
Survey of Mexican Newspaper, 1911

®®The location and time of the duel was secret, but Caballero, pretending to be a
policeman, gained entrance to a house where the roof overlooked the patio where the duel
was fought. He provided an eye-witness account. See Lepidus, "Historia," p. 437.
®'Lombardo, De la opinion, p. 101.
^Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato - la vida social, p. 676.
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Colimm Space

Subjects

30

Adverstisements

10

Foreign news provided by cable services

6

Sensational news

3

Social and personal news

3

Propaganda of large businesses

2

News about the city jail

1

Business and financial news

1/2

Agriculture and mining news

1/2

News about mutual aid societies

about politics, literature and history were supplanted by less erudite topics. Most
significant was that more than half the space in the newspaper was taken up by
advertisements. The transformation of the press in Mexico City during the Porfiriato
mirrors the changes occurring in the larger society. We see a movement from public
discourse about political ideology to concems about international news, the gossip of the
day and the happenings of the social elite. But perhaps key to this transformation was the
value of the newspapers as a commodity that provided the public with what was
perceived as the important news of the day. Its cost to the readers was small as the
economic burden shifted to a reliance on advertisement. The ads themselves fiirther
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demonstrate another shift in society that promoted a consumer cultured'
This shift from politics to news in the Porfirian press reflected the overall
modernization occuring at the time in Mexican society. Yet, the ftmdamental role of the
Mexican press in terms of society remained the same. As Toussaint Alcaraz stated;
"Since the early days, Mexican journalism has played a relevant role to the development
of the social life of the country."" The press changed concomitantly with society. The
public discourse that accompanied these changes was often contentious, and this dialogue
is the subject of the next chapter.

^'An analysis of newspaper advertisment will be undertaken in Chapter 6.
"Toussaint Alcaraz, Escenario, p. 33.
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Chapter 2
The Independent and Opposition Press

[The lack of] freedom of movement does not destroy freedom of thinking.
El Democrata, July 23, 1895

The Porfirian press in Mexico City fell into one of two camps: the newspapers
were either pro-govermnent, subsidized newspapers or they were independent. While the
pro-government, subsidized newspapers are easy to identify and characterize, the
independent press presents a much more complicated picture. An independent periodical
could be liberal in nature or conservative; it could be anti-clerical or pro-church; it could
be discretely critical of government policies or it could be openly oppositional. Similarly,
it could begin publishing as a self-proclaimed liberal, independent newspaper and end as
a closed-down opposition paper, with its editors jailed and printing presses seized.
Finally, it could be a long-standing independent newspaper that outlasted the Porfirian
regime or it could be an up-start opposition newspaper that published for less than a year.
Thus, the scholar is confronted with a diverse set of variables when attempting to
define the independent press during the Porfiriato. Nevertheless, several unifying themes
can be drawn from this complex picture to understand better the significance of the
independent press in Mexican society. These periodicals proudly proclaimed themselves

"independent newspapers." Editors and owners believed being independent meant they
had an elevated role as independent social commentators, free from government control
or direction. They also recognized that all independent newspapers, regardless of
political philosophy, shared a potential common enemy — the arbitrariness of the Di'az
government toward them. The result was a kind of unity among the independent
newspapers that crossed political lines. But they also assumed an adversarial role —
either overt or potential — to the status quo.
This chapter will examine the independent press as social critic and as a
barometer of the growing autocratic pressures the Dfaz government exerted.
Fundamental to this assessment was the role of the opposition press. The largest number
of opposition newspapers in Mexican history were published during the Porfiriato,' and,
more importantly, the opposition press of this period was never completely silenced."
While scholars acknowledge this fact, they have focused their studies on the oppression
and persecution that the government imposed on the opposition. Daniel Cosi'o Villegas's
examination of this persecution is illustrative. He titled his chapter on the subject of the
opposition press in Historia Moderna de Mexico "The Voice of Silence," and he focused
on the repeated incarcerations of dissident journalists.^ The result: the persecutions are

'Torres, Periodismo, p. 124.
"Ross, Periddicos y revistas, p. xxiv.
^Daniel Cosio Villegas, El porfiriato — la vida politica interior, parte segunda,
1st. ed., vol. 9 of Historia Moderna de Mexico (Mexico: Editorial Hermes, 1972), pp.
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highlighted instead of the fact that oppositional rhetoric was a pervasive and significant
characteristic of the relationship between the press and the government.
While it is true that the increase in either opposition rhetoric of the independent
press or the creation of self-proclaimed opposition newspapers coincided with re-election
years, the fact remains that a vocal and viable voice, critical of the status quo, existed
throughout this epoch. And, while the suppression and repression was a factor in closing
newspapers and punishing anti-Di'az journalists, it was only a temporary measure. Fear of
imprisonment or fines did not stop newly released journalists firom returning to their
newspapers with no sign of repentance for their "crimes" nor did it stop new, opposition
voices from emerging to challenge the government. A commitment to freedom of the
press and, by extension, freedom of thought and conscience were the driving forces that
made the independent press a perpetual protestor to Porfirian orthodoxy. The relationship
between the independent press and the Di'az government fundamentally defined the
political culture of Mexico City. From Diaz's perspective, a newspaper was either for
him or against him. While the independent press could not agree on political ideology, it
nonetheless served as a unifying bulwark to and critic of the Porfirian regime. The theme
of this conflicted relationship should not be "the voice of silence," but rather "a silence of
shouts."''

229-274.
•^Claude Dumas, "El discurso de oposicion en la prensa clerical conservador de
Mexico en la epoca de Porfirio Diaz (1876-1910)," Historia Mexicam 39: 1 (1989): 256.
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The Early Independent Press
A strong and vocal independent press in Mexico has its roots in the nineteenth
century debate over liberalism when newspapers were operated either to support a
particular political belief or to criticize and attack it. The triumph of liberalism and its
corollary belief in freedom of the press created an atmosphere of openness among
newspapers during the Restored Republic never before known in Mexican history. This
honeymoon lasted through Porfirio Diaz's first presidential term (1876-1880). These four
years represented a period when the largest number of newspapers circulated in Mexico
and the last time Diaz respected the rights of the press.
This unprecedented freedom for the independent press ended during the
interregnum of Manuel Gonzalez as the national government took steps to control these
voices in the press. Using the tools of the legal system, the government amended Article
7 of the Constitution regarding adjudication of crimes committed by the press. Instead of
juries deciding defamation and slander cases against newspapers, the jurisdiction now fell
to judges appointed by the executive branch. This change created a chilling effect on the
press. Before the "reform" of Article 7 in 1883,300 periodicals circulated in Mexico; by
1891 the number had fallen to 200.^ The precipitous drop is attributed to the overt
censorship and repression of independent newspapers that Di'az began in 1885 and

'Rm'z Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, Elperiodismo, p. 218.

continued until he was forced from office in 1911.
The earliest overt repression of the press by the Di'az regime occurred in 1885 and
lasted through 1886. It resulted from the government's attempt to silence the independent
press during the upcoming congressional elections in June 1886. Diaz had special plans
for that Congress. In spite of coming to ofBce under a no-reelection pledge, he wanted
legislation permitting presidential reelections. The 1886 Congress complied. ®
What marked the independent newspapers early in the Porfiriato was their
criticism of the govermnent, especially when it violated the liberal principles found in the
Reform Laws and the Constitution of 1857. Examples of such criticisms by the
independent press appeared during the presidency of Manuel Gonzalez, led by El Monitor
Republicano, the fiercely independent and liberal newspaper. For example, in 1881 the
newspaper called to the attention of its readers the problem of government officials in San
Luis Potosi allowing public religious demonstrations, illegal under the Reform Laws that
had enshrined the separation of church and state. This particular incident involved
Indians publicly parading in honor of a religious holiday. The story by "Juvenal"'

®This also marked the first time journalists fled the country seeking refuge in the
United States. For example, Adolfo Carrillo, founder of La Republica, went to San
Francisco, and Ignacio Martinez, who supported Diaz's Plan de Tuxtepec, moved El
Mundo first to Brownsville and then to Laredo. This government repression also served
as the defining action for transforming Diario del Hogar into an opposition newspaper.
See Ruiz Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, El periodismo, p. 216.
'"Juvenal" was the pen name of Enrique Chavarri, who became the newspaper's
leading critic of the national government.
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couched the situation in national terms by laying blame at the federal level. It chastised
the government's official newspaper, the Diario Oficial, for claiming no violation existed
even in the face of evidence provided by local newspapers.* While such a public
demonstration was no doubt part of a cultural celebration with a long history, El Monitor
Republicano used the incident to criticize the federal government. And, the government
was not oblivious to the criticism. A letter to the Secretary of Gobemacion on August 31,
1881, apprised him of that article.'
Failure to adhere to the Constitution of 1857 was another criticism independent
newspapers used to castigate the national government. This type of censure tended to
focus on deviations from liberal orthodoxies rather than targeting a particular individual
or individuals. For example. El Correo del Lunes, instead of citing a particular incident,
remarked in an article commemorating the armiversary of the Constitution that in Mexico
"the liberal principles are violated with the fickle cynicism with which a courtesan would
treat her lovers."El Correo del Lunes remained committed to its role as an

^El Monitor Republicano, August 30,1881.
'Mexico City, August 1881, Fondo Gobemacion, Legajo 412, #1,1881, Archivo
General de la Nacion, Mexico City [hereafter cited as AGN]. Other liberal newspapers
used the same method of criticism. For example, in 1883 the Secretary of Gobemacion
was again made aware of government infractions of Reform Laws that appeared in an
article in La Patria. See Papers of the Secretary of Gobemacion, Mexico City, October
28, 1883, Fondo Gobemacion, Legajo 770, #2,1882-1884, AGN.
^°El Correo del Lunes, February 6, 1882. This independent paper was one of the
first to openly criticize Porfirio Di'az by name. In a short news article about Diaz's
upcoming visit to the capital, the newspaper referred to him as the "past, present and
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independent newspapers: 'TSlever will we sacrifice to the vile price [subsidy] the freedom
of our conscience and the debt that we have contracted with the public and with the good
patriots. We have demonstrated that we are not intimidated by prison nor persecution
that have at times interrupted our labors.""
As Diaz continued and intensified this oppression upon his retum to power in
1884, independent newspapers began to express concerns about the increasing harassment
of them by the national government. In an editorial in El Correo del Lunes titled
"Crusade against the press," Luis G. Iza reported:
The attitude of the men of power toward the independent press has become
scandalous, because of the arbitrariness used to suffocate its voice and to
instill fear in those that support it.'^
The liberal independent press, however, was not the only critic of the Di'az
regime. French historian Claude Dumas convincingly argued that the pro-church press
was equally critical of the government. Using anti-liberal rhetoric, long-standing
conservative newspapers like La Voz de Mexico (1870-1909), El Tiempo (1883-1912)
and El Pais (1899-1914) provided a "discourse of opposition" to the Diaz government.'^
The attacks by the conservative, Catholic press were focused on the positivist education
system promoted during the Porfiriato, especially in the prepatoria schools. The Catholic
future dictator." See El Correo del Lunes, June 31,1882.
"£/ Correo del Lunes, December 29,1884.
'"Ibid., December 7, 1885.
'^Dumas, "El discurso de oposicion," p 245.

newspapers attacked this educational philosophy because it contravened Catholic
religious doctrine and because it was imposed by the state. In this latter criticism, the
conservatives used the liberals' rhetoric against them by arguing that the government's
imposition of positivist ideals was "contrary to the spirit of liberty, which was a beautiful
example of the oppressive character of Mexican liberalism."''' Dumas pointed out that
this anti-positivist discourse by the Catholic press agreed, in part, with the Jacobin
element of Mexican liberals who also criticized such positivist doctrine that denied
freedom of conscience.'^
Like their liberal counterparts, the independent conservative newspapers were not
exempted from persecution nor their editors and reporters from incarceration. For
example, Victoriano Agiieros, the director of El Tiempo, was periodically imprisoned,
usually around July 18, because of negative articles he wrote and published on the
armiversary of Benito Juarez's death.'® According to Moises Gonalez Navarro, Agiieros
made eight trips to the Belen prison.'^ Dfaz also was not immune from the power of the
critical pen of the conservative press. Before leaving for exile in France in 1911, Dfaz
said that the articles of Trinidad Sanchez Santos in El Pais did more damage to his

"'Ibid., pp. 250-251.
'^Ibid., pp. 251-252.
'®L6pez Alcocer, Resena historica, p. 28.
'^Gonzalez Navarro, Elporfiriato — la vida social, p. 681.
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government than all the bullets of Pascual Orozco's army.'* In the end, the conservative
independent press played as sustaining a role in opposing and harassing the Porfirian
government as its liberal counterparts."

The Long-standing Independent Press
Although some opposition newspapers succumbed to government harassment,
others endured. These publications faced periodic closures, fines and imprisonment of
theu: editors and reporters; yet, they persisted. Many of these long-standing newspapers
outlasted Diaz and survived to witness his toppling firom the seat of power.
Diario del Hogar, founded and directed by Filomeno Mata, represents an ideal
case study of how a long-standing, independent newspaper became staunchly opposed to
the Diaz regime. What is significant is that during the early part of his journalistic career
Mata was a strong supporter of Diaz, even founding and editing the pro-Diaz newspaper
El Monitor Tuxtepecano (January-April 1877) and its equally short-lived successor El
Monitor Constitucional (April-September 1877). The liberal journalist also managed the
government-run Diario Oficial under Diaz for a short period (1876-1877).^°

'*Ross, Periodicos y revistas, p. xxxii.
"Dumas, "El discurso de oposicion," p. 256.
^°Mata even wrote a report about the status of the Diario Oficial at the time Diaz
began his presidency. Among other things in the report, Mata discussed the bad shape of
the print shop and recommended the government buy new presses. See report by Mata,
Mexico City, January 12,1877, Fondo Goberaacion, Leg. 1264, #3,1876-1877, AGN.

Bom in San Luis Potosi in 1845, Mata studied to be a priest, but later became a
teacher. He became a supporter of Dfaz in 1869. During the 1870s he lived in Mexico
City where he met many of the leading editors and journalists in the capital. In addition
to the avowedly pro-Diaz newspapers, Mata also founded three other publications: El
Sufragio Libre, El Cascabel and La Hoja Electrica?^
Mata began Diario del Hogar in 1881 as a daily newspaper for the family. While
its appearance was like other old-style newspapers of the time with a preponderance of
editorials over news stories, it nonetheless showed signs of innovation. One of its more
noted novelties were the menus and recipes that it published daily, which reflected its
emphasis on home and family. As a result, it earned the nickname "El Diario de los
Frijoles" (the Beans Daily). The menus and recipes reflected a decidedly middle class
and elite perspective as members of the working class of Mexico City would find a
sample menu that included roasted veal, puree of peas and a salad a bit beyond their
financial means.^
Diario del Hogar maintained one political theme throughout its existence: the
liberal principle of no reelection. And, it is no wonder that Mata first encountered
problems with the govenmient in 1888, the year of Diaz's first reelection. During that
campaign, the newspaper supported Jose Maria Iglesias, a former Chief Justice of the

-'The best biography of Mata is by his son Luis. See Luis I. Mata, Filomeno
Mata. Su vidaysu labor (Mexico: Secretaria de Educacion Publica, 1945).
^See Lepidus, "Historia," p. 437, and Toussaint, "Diario del Hogar" p. 106.
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Mexican Supreme Court, for president saying that the concept of no reelection
represented "the physical and moral progress of Mexico."^ As a result of his stand, Mata
made his first of many trips to Belen prison ~ the city jail for the Federal District — on
May 9,1888.^'' And, to demonstrate Diaz's growing antipathy to Diario del Hogar, he
asked state officials to cancel theur subscriptions to the independent newspaper.^
The first reelection of Dfaz marked the turning point for the daily and it set the
stage for its role as a leading opposition voice to the Di'az government and its violation of
the liberal creed. As a result, Mata suffered repeated persecutions and jailings."® These
imprisonments forced him to relinquish direction of the paper to others. Beginning in
1889 the newspaper was periodically directed by other dedicated liberals, some of whom
also found themselves behind bars. Mata's incarcerations prompted support for his
release fi:om numerous members of the press, including both conservative and progovernment newspapers. Calls for his release came fi:om other sectors as well. This
^Diario del Hogar, April 29, 1888.
^"•Toussaint, "Diario del Hogar" p. 111. Mata's commitment to liberalism never
wavered and as an undisputed anti-reelection liberal, he formed the Reformist Liberal
Group in 1891. Other members of this group included independent, liberal editors
Vicente Garcia Torres of El Monitor Republicano and Daniel Cabrera of El Hijo del
Ahuizote. Ibid., p. 113.
^See letter firom Sonoran Governor Ramon Corral to Dfaz, Hermosillo, October
18, 1889, Coleccion Porfirio Diaz, #10191, Roll 51, Universidad de las Americas, Puebla,
Mexico [hereafter cited as CPD] in which Dfaz was informed by Corral that he had
cancelled the state's subscription to Diario del Hogar.
^®Mata spent so much time in Helen that it became a second office for him,
according to Toussaint, "Diario del Hogar" p. 115.

diversity of support demonstrated the wide reach of the independent press in Mexican
society. For example, in 1889 a petition signed by sixty-seven women from San Luis
Potosi called on Porfirio Diaz to have compassion and return Mata to his family. Di'az
responded that he could not interfere in the situation as it was a legal matter involving
Mata's alleged defamation of General Pedro Baranda." During this period, Diaz received
several such pleas on behalf of jailed journalists from the capital and throughout the
nation. His response was respectful, but he declined such requests for his intervention;
clearly he was not going to covmter the judicial system that was doing a good job of
jailing those journalists critical of his government.^*
The repeated incarcerations of Mata and his fellow journalists were not for direct
attacks against Di'az, but rather for criticism of government policies or other officials who
carried out those policies. Defamation and slander were the charges utilized. For
example, in May 1891 Diario del Hogar suffered its twenty-seventh denunciation ~ the
maimer by which an individual or individuals brought charges of defamation or slander
against a newspaper. In this particular case, the newspaper was being challenged because
of a story it published about the Jefe politico of Chalco and his role in selling government

"See Petition to Diaz, San Luis Potosi, February 25, 1889, CPD, #2124, R. 48,
and Diaz to Petitioners, Mexico City, March 2, 1889, CPD, #2125, R. 48.
^®For other examples see Petition to free Manuel Diaz de la Vega, editor of El
Nacional, to Diaz, Leon, September 16, 1888, CPD, #8401, R. 43; Diaz to Petitioners,
Mexico City, September 19,1888, CPD #8407, R. 43; Miguel Castellano Sanchez to
Diaz, Mexico City, July 17,1889, CPD #6820, R. 51; and Diaz to Castellano Sanchez,
Mexico City, July 18, 1889, CPD, #6821, R. 51.

land in his district.^' Later that year, Mata was again in jail for the psychological damage
committed by his paper in criticizing the owner of a cigarette factory for bad treatment of
his workers.^" This use of "psychological" damage became the modus operandi of the
capital's judicial system in dealing with dissident journalists. One opposition paper
compared its use by judges as a plague on the independent press.^' Diario del Hogar,
however, suffered the most under the "psychological" attacks.^^ A telling example of its
fate was revealed in a caricature that appeared in El Ahuizote Jacobino in 1904 which
used Mata's plight to tell the story of the fate of the independent press under porfirismo.
The flill-page caricature was of Mata sitting in a barrel with water up to his chin and a
sign on the barrel that read: "What we have gained from Tuxtepec [reference to the
revolution that initially brought Di'az to power in 1876]." Behind the figure were the
names of independent newspapers hung up on meat hooks, including Diario del Hogar
and El Hijo del Ahuizote P [For an example of this type of political caricature, see Fig. 1]
Mata's last incarceration began November 17,1910, just three days before the
Mexican Revolution began. He remained behind bars imtil the following March. In a
letter written to Dfaz immediately following this last jail stint, Mata remained true to his

Diario del Hogar, May 8,1891.
^°El Hijo del Ahuizote, September 20, 1891.
Pi, March 9,1891.
^^El Hijo del Ahuizote, September 23, 1894.
El Ahuizote Jacobino, January 1, 1904.

liberal and democratic ideals. In the letter Diaz was reminded by Mata of his
commitment to democracy throughout his long tenure as a journalist, which began in
1875 when Mata wrote for El Sufragio Libre. Mata considered the support of Francisco
Madero by Diario del Hogar in the previous year's presidential election to have been a
democratic triumph and reflective of the peaceful means to change he had always
espoused. He told Diaz he was retiring from journalism proud that his service to Mexico
had avoided "spilling the blood of brothers."^'* Mata and Diario del Hogar survived the
Porfiriato, but only by a short time. Following this last incarceration, the old journalist
was very ill and left for Veracruz to recover. He died there in 1912, the same year the
newspaper closed.^^
If Diario del Hogar used liberal rhetoric in its columns to criticize the Dfaz
government, then El Hijo del Ahuizote used humor and caricatures to oppose that same
regime. Founded in 1885 as a liberal weekly of humor and caricatures, El Hijo del
Ahuizote was the successor of El Ahuizote, the famous anti-lerdista weekly published
during the Restored Republic. Founded and directed by Daniel Cabrera, the nature of El
Hijo del Ahuizote has been described by one scholar as "essentially political with bloody

^"^Mata to Di'az, Mexico City, March 26,1911, CPD, #5153, R. 281.
^^Mata, Filomeno Mata, pp. 89-93.

Fig. 1. El Hijo del Ahuizote, Augiist 19, 1894. This caricature demonstrates the
government's use of the "psychology test" to suppress independent newspapers. In this
case the government of the State of Oaxaca uses its big stick ("psychology") to beat the
independent El Monitor Republicano of Mexico City and El Estado de Oaxaca. The
short caption reads: "A liberal dismissal. Echos from Oaxaca."

caricatures and cutting literature.'"® The price for Cabrera's boldness was frequent trips
to Belen. For example, less than eight months after the first issue, Cabrera and another of
his editors were incarcerated in the infamous jail, "accused of the famous, up-to-date
crime; offenses against public functionaries, inflicted by El Hijo del Ahuizote."^^
Cabrera and his editors waged a relentless war of words and images ~ both
serious and satirical ~ against the government and others who violated liberal ideals. In
one serious editorial^^ published in 1891, Cabrera lamented the support the progovemment newspapers ("/o5 periodicos adictos al gobierno") gave to the Diaz
government and the continued persecution of his and other opposition publications in the
capital. He concluded: "freedom of the press does not exist in the [Mexican]
Republic ... the constitution says one thing and the tribunals [judges] apply something
else regarding the press ... the government intends to extinguish all the independent
press."^'
Its satirical commentary was not so direct, but equally clear in its message. An
excellent example of the weekly's satire as it relates to the issue of press freedom
appeared in 1894. The article satirized the use of "psychology" by judges in sentencing

^®Lepidus, "Historia," p. 441.
"£/ Hijo del Ahuizote, April 18, 1886.
^^To alert its readers of a serious article, the weekly began such articles with "(En
Serio)."
^'^El Hijo del Ahuizote, October 11, 1891.

editors and journalists for the possible psychological harm their writings might do to an
individual. The story reported on the creation of an independent "Psychological Agency"
that the government could hire to deal with errant journalists. The agency's specialties
were defamation, slander and damages. Its price list for such services — "tariff of
denunciations" ~ included $20 pesos to imprison a director or managing editor of an
independent newspaper, $10 pesos for a simple editor and only a mere $2 pesos for a
reporter. To close the print shop the government would be charged $75 pesos. And, for
$150 pesos, the entire staff would be jailed. Additionally, the satire noted, the agency
gave a 50 percent discount for dealing with the staffs of El Hijo del Ahuizote, Diario del
Hogar and Gil Bias (another independent newspaper) — no doubt a bulk rate given the
frequent opportunities these newspapers provided for their own imprisonment."'® [See
accompanying caricature. Fig. 2]
Perhaps El Hijo del Ahuizote's most noted form of opposition, however, were its
caricatures. Because of the images and their messages. El Hijo del Ahuizote reached a
popular audience that the more traditional opposition papers could not. Illiterate residents
of Mexico City could understand and appreciate a caricature while traditional editorials
were beyond their abilities,'" thus the political debates of the Porfiriato were not limited

*^El Hijo del Ahuizote, July 8, 1894.
""Escamilla Gil, "El Hijo del Ahuizote" pp. 117-118.

to an educated, literate audience/" Mexico has a long history of the satirical caricature in
its journalism. Begiiming in the early nineteenth century, the use of caricatures to make
political statements or to satirize people or events became integral to Mexican
journalism/^ Manuel Gonzalez Ramirez, scholar of the Mexican caricature, foimd the
popularity and increased use of caricatures in Mexico historically occured when people
tire of a regime. As perceived constitutional violations grew under Dfaz, so too did
caricatures of him and his administration.'" Gonzalez Ramirez found several themes
expressed against the Dfaz government between 1900 and 1910/^ violations of
liberty of suffirage and its consequences, attacks on the Partido Liberal, constant
reelection of Dfaz, centralization of government and perpemation of government, the
selection of ministers and governors, attacks on freedom of the press and the politics of
conciliation."'®
El Hijo del Ahidzote was the leader of caricature assassinations and from the
beginning it was relentless in its attacks on people and policies it saw as anti-liberal,

''^Gonzalez Ramirez, La caricatura politico, p. xxv.
''^This was demonstrated in the fall of 1994 at an exhibition of caricatures in the
periodical press shown at the National Library, Mexico City. See Catdlogo de
Exposicion de Caricatura 'Humor y Politica,' 1821-1994 (Mexico: Hemeroteca Nacional,
Instituto de Investigaciones Bibliograficas, 1994).
"•^Gonzalez Ramirez, La caricatura, pp. xvi-xvii, 3.
"^^Gonzalez Ramirez focused on the three leading opposition caricature
periodicals: El Hijo del Ahuizote, El Colmillo Publico and El Ahuizote Jacobino.
^''Ibid., p. 9
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Fig. 2. El Hijo del Ahuizote, August 19,1894. Titled "Psychology Agency with the great,
infallible cure," this illustration utilized a caricature of Juan Perez de Leon, the Federal
District judge who created the "psychology text," to demonstrate how mere accusations
could be used against the opposition press. The caption reads: "Doctor of Psychology;
degree received from the Scientific University; already accredited by numerous and select
clientele; with offices open for all the viceroys, kings and arch kings" (i.e. all government
officials).
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anti-Reform and anti-democratic. [See Fig. 4] By 1891, it was a "political weekly, of
fierce opposition and intransigent against all things bad.'"*' By 1900, it had added to its
motto: "Mexico for the Mexicans" and its covers carried: "El Hijo del Ahuizote manifests
its desires that General Don Porfirio Di'az renounce his fifth reelection.'"'* In 1902,
Cabrera's ill health forced him to relinquish direction of the weekly into the hands of the
F lores Magon brothers ~ Ricardo, Enrique and Jesus ~ whose own opposition newspaper
Regeneracion had begun publication two years earlier. In April 1903 police arrested all
the personnel connected with El Hijo del Ahuizote, including printers, and the feisty
weekly was closed for the final time."" But, on January 1, 1904, Cabrera returned with a
newly named weekly, El Ahuizote Jacobino, which was dedicated to the "unmovable
principles of liberty, the Reform and democracy . . . for the firee exercise of the political
rights of the people, for the freedom of conscience of thinking ... of the press . .
Cabrera told his readers in this premiere issue that this new publication was modified in
name, "but always with the same honorable and clean banner [as its predecessor] . . .
We do not presume to be apostles nor martyrs. We are, we have been and we will be:

""This slogan appeared in the weekly's nzimeplate. For example, see El Hijo del
Ahuizote, January 4,1891.
^«Ibid., January 14,1900.
"^Rm'z Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, El Periodismo, p. 148.
^°El Ahuizote Jacobino, Janv^ 1, 1904.
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Fig. 3. El Hijo del Ahuizote, January 21,1894. The fanged, bare-footed character that
represented "Ahuizote" is shown beatened by the government and its use of "psychology,"
yet surviving as he convalesces in Belen Prison.
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soldiers of liberty and of the people in the open arena of ideas . .

The reincarnated

publication would remain open only until 1905.

Short-lived Opposition Newspapers
The long-standing independent newspapers were supplemented in their criticism
of the PorjBrian regime with the usually short-lived appearance of openly opposition
newspapers that appeared in response to specific incidents. The best examples were those
that appeared in 1892 and 1893, coinciding with the second reelection of Dfaz. Students
were intregal in the organization of this opposition, foraiing the Student Anti-reelection
Committee in 1892. Three young men, who were members of the committee, founded El
93 ui 1892 as an opposition newspaper. And, by February 1893, Mexico City sported
four, newly founded, openly anti-Porfirian newspapers: El 93, La Oposicion, El
Democrata and La Republica Mexicana. These young critics of Don Porfirio called for
change, but repudiated the armed fight as a solution to the many problems they
recognized in the Porfiriato." They received the support of long-standing independent
newspapers such as Diario del Hogar, which supported both El Democrata and El 93 and
carried stories about their incarcerated editors.^^

''Ibid.
"Rm'z Castaneda, Reed Torres and Corderc y Torres, Elperiodismo, pp. 219-221.
"Toussaint, "Diario del Hogar" p. 113.
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The philosophies of these youthful critics were clearly spelled out in their
respective premiere issues. For example, in its first issue in February 1893, the editors of
La Oposicion pledged: "We come with all our forces, with the fresh imagination of the
virile age . . . We do not oppose any one man, our opposition is an idea more noble and
elevated, we come to combat the absurd, to prevent the abuse and to force the respect of
the . . . Constitution, that has cost so much blood, so much tears and so many days of
sorrow and desolation to our country."^"* El 93 expressed similar concerns but saw
freedom of the press as a possible solution. It proclaimed that the true enemy of the
Mexican people was ignorance and the best way to fight ignorance was through education
and a firee press.^^
The pressure exerted by these new publications yielded some success. By March
1893, Diaz had changed some unpopular cabinet members.^® The situation for these
newspapers quickly worsened, however, as all four were closed down and their editors
were jailed in April and May. When released from jail, many of the '93 critics were ready
to reform themselves and accepted employment and recompense from the government in
exchange for their silence and support." Of the four, only El Democrata resurfaced. It
reappeared on January 1,1895, claiming that its reappearance was necessary to Mexican
"Za Oposicion, February 27,1893.
93, December 1, 1892.
^®Rufz Castaiieda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, Elperiodismo, p. 221.
"Ibid., see also El Monitor del Pueblo, May 18,1893.
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society. It pledged to continue the battle and by August of that year it proclaimed itself an
"Opposition Daily" after its editors had been imprisoned a month earlier. It continued
publishing until 1896, when it finally succumbed to the pressures.^^
The tum of the century brought intensified silencing of the independent and
opposition press. Between 1901 and 1902, historian James Cockcroft claimed at least
forty-two anti-Di'az newspapers were closed down and more than fifty journalists jailed
throughout the country. Additionally, during these two years, two journalists were
assassinated as well as numerous beatings and attempted murders of journalists; "As fast
as old opposition newspapers were closed down, new, more militant ones opened up."^'
Perhaps the most obstinate and vehement opposition to Di'az came from
Regeneracion, founded by Ricardo Flores Magon and others. Begun as an independent
weekly devoted to issues of the law in August 1900, it was transformed into an opposition
newspaper by December of that year because of what it said were the failings of the

^^See El Democrata, January 1,1895; July 23, 1895; and August 23,1895. After
1896 the opposition continued through the long-standing newspapers like Diario del
Hogar, El Hijo del Ahuizote and its successor. El Ahuizote Jacobino, as well as others
that appeared sporadically and by the long-standing independent Catholic dailies of El
Tiempo, La Voz de Mexico and El Pais. But in 1897, the capital saw the appearance of
other newspapers that served the interest of the government such as El Universal, El
Globo and El Combate, which all began receiving government subsidies. See Ruiz
Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, El periodismo, p. 223.
^'James D. Cockcroft, Intellectual Precursors of the Mexican Revolution, 19001913,2nd ed. (Austin; University of Texas Press, 1976), p. 102.
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judicial system.®" Throughout its short-lived tenancy in Mexico City, the weekly
remained fiercely independent In December of 1900 it ran a story that said of all the
capital newspapers, only it. El Tiempo and Diario del Hogar did not accept an invitation
to march in the Circle of Friends of the President parade to mark the Procession of Peace
on December 1, 1900.®' This early Regeneracion was part of a liberal movement begun
in San Luis Potosi with the founding of the Confederation of Liberal Clubs in 1901. The
second congress of the Liberal Clubs met in San Luis Potosi in February 1902 and was
met with force by the government as members were imprisoned and its two main
newspapers — El Porvenir and Renacimiento ~ were suspended. In January of 1903, the
movement's leader Camilo Axriaga reorganized the Club Liberal Ponciano Arriaga in
Mexico City and propagated socialist and anarchist literature that heavily influenced the
ideological formation of the early Mexican revolutionaries. Newspapers that supported
this more radical philosophy spawned a new wave of suppression so that by the end of
1903 the heaviest wave of exodus by opposition journalists occurred. In November 1904,
the second epoch of Regeneracion began in San Antonio and in February 1905 the
newspaper was forced to move to St. Loms. Other opposition newspapers were forced
into exile. La Voz de Juarez moved to Laredo, Texas; El Progreso (the voice of the Junta

^Regeneracion, December 31,1900.
^^Regeneracion, December 15,1900.
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Defensora de Liberales) moved to San Antonio; and Humanidad also relocated to San
Antonio. This movement of opposition newspapers to the United States marked a new
stage in the fight against the Diaz administration."
By 1907, the independent press in Mexico City was down to a small number of
the long-standing newspapers: Diario del Hogar and the Catholic independents La Voz de
Mexico, El Tiempo and El Pais. The publication of Diaz's interview with U.S. journalist
James Creelman in 1908 spawned a new and fin^ round for the opposition press and the
accompanying government suppression.®"

Government's Response to the Opposition Press
Although generous and tolerant with those newspapers that supported him, Diaz
had little patience with the opposition press. The U.S. muckraking journalist John
Kenneth Turner summed up the Diaz administration's treatment of the Mexican press:
"The government bought or subsidized newspapers on the one hand, and suppressed them
on the other." For those suffering suppression. Turner said they were put out of business.

®-Ruiz Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, Elperiodismo, pp. 224-229.
®"Leopoldo Borras, Historia del periodismo mexicana del ocaso porfirista al
derecho a la informacion (Mexico: UNAM, 1983), p. 13.
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"the majority of them by imprisomnent of the editors, seizure of their printing plants, or
both."®^ Regarding the press' relationship with Diaz, Turner claimed: "there is no
publication in the country so strong that it would not be suppressed at once [Turner's
emphasis] did it directly criticize the head of the government."" During his first visit to
Mexico in 1908, Tumer claimed at least six provincial newspapers were closed and two
foreign journalists were deported for criticizing the government.®® What Tumer failed to
understand was that this treatment was a persistent mode of operation for the government
since 1885.
Besides imprisonment and seizure of printing presses, the government used other
administrative measures in attempting to stifle the independent press. For example, the
govenmient arbitrarily gathered up copies of newspapers that opposed the administration
so that they could not be distributed." It also tried to limit the number of street sellers of
independent newspapers. On occasion this goal was accomplished by arresting the sellers
of independent and opposition newspapers, claiming that it was illegal to sell newspapers
in the street. In a roundup of twenty-two opposition newspaper vendors ui the fall of

®^John Kenneth Tumer, Barbarous Mexico (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1969), p. 157.
"Ibid., p. 133.
®®Ibid., p. 142.
^^Diario del Hogar, January 22, 1888, and March 3, 1888.
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1879, an editor of El Correo del Lunes responded by asking; "What new crime is this?
With what right is the freedom of commerce prohibited?"®'
By 1888, the independent press of Mexico City, represented by the liberal
newspapers Diario del Hogar, El Monitor Republicano and El Hijo del Ahuizote and
conservative newspapers El Tiempo, El Nacional and La Voz de Mexico all opposed
Diaz's first reelection. Press repression and new opposition newspapers grew in intensity
during subsequent reelection years. Government repression continued and intensified so
that the 1900 elections "passed in the middle of a deathly silence that overwhelmed the
country. The persecutions against the press redoubled and the journalists were treated
vidth extravagant severity." An example of this severity involved El Hijo del Ahuizote. A
new order to apprehend Daniel Cabrera was issued even though he had retired as director
of the weekly for health reasons. A deal was struck as the current editors agreed to
suspend the weekly in exchange for not detaining Cabrera. Yet, Remigio Mateos and
Alfonso Cabrera were sentenced to two years and nine months in prison and fined $1,000
pesos. Moreover, they were not allowed to read or write while incarcerated. When the
reigns of the weekly were turned over to Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magon in 1902, the
ferocity of El Hijo del Ahuizote increased as did the suppression. The weekly's attacks on
General Bernardo Reyes, who was then minister of war, led to the publication's closure

Correo del Lunes, September 15, 1879.
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and, for the first time, a Mexican newspaper was subjected to the jurisdiction of a military
court, a new twist in government persecution.®'
Porfirio Di'az was kept advised of the independent and opposition press by both
high- and low-level government officials both in the capital and throughout the country.
For example, Bemardo Reyes, who served Dfaz in a variety of capacities including
governor ofNuevo Leon and Minister of War, regxilarly reported to the president on
activities of opposition journalists. Dfaz was informed in early 1886 that Reyes had jailed
a journalist for one month in Monterrey for offending public officials and criticizing
federal officials.™ Among the information about opposition journalists that Reyes
exchanged with Dfaz and other high government officials, were copies of letters by
Ricardo Flores Magon complaining about the problem in 1906 of getting Regeneracion
into Mexico.^'

®'See Ruiz Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, Elperiodismo, pp. 218225. See also the defense of Jesus Flores Magon by Francisco A. Serralde in "La
Segunda Reserva no tiene los caracteres jurfdicos de institucion militar...published in
1902, Rare Books, Bensen Latin American Collection, University of Texas, Austin,
Texas [hereafter cited as BLAC].
'"Reyes to Dfaz, Monterrey, January 7,1886, CPD, #850, R. 20.
''See Reyes to Dfaz, Monterrey, April 26,1906, Archivo del General Bemardo
Reyes, Carpeta 37, Legajo 7201, Centro de Estudios de Historia de Mexico, Mexico City
[hereafter cited as CONDUMEX-ABR]; Ramon Corral to Reyes, Mexico City,
September 24,1906, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 37, Leg. 7263; Reyes to Corr^,
Monterrey, April 20, 1907, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 37, Leg. 7347; and Reyes to Corral,
Monterrey, October 20, 1907, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 38, Leg. 7479.

Like Di'az, the governor relied on other government officials

and individuals to

provide him with information. Reyes' most important source was Heriberto Barron, a
journalist and politician. Barron was considered a mouthpiece for Reyes within
journalistic circles.^ Between 1896 and 1904, the two corresponded regularly with
Barron reporting on the activities of his fellow journalists. For example, in 1897 Barron
told Reyes that Gabriel Gonzalez Mier, editor of El Monitor (del Pueblo), and Joaquin
Clausell, the director of the then defunct oppositional El Democrata, were supporters of
Justo Benitez. Barron was able to leam much about the benitista circle and its recent
merger with the cientificos during his discussion with both joumalists. Barron made his
role as Reyes' spy among capital joumalists very clear:
In the course of the referred to conversation, I slipped your name without
revealing our friendship and was able to observe that they reputed you as a
common enemy . . J*
In his response to Barron, Reyes expressed his gratitude and reminded the journalist "that

" Reyes received a letter in 1901 from the govemor of San Luis Potosi regarding
the activities of the Congreso Liberal in the city of San Luis Potosi. See Gov. B. Esemtria
to Reyes, San Luis Potosi, March 1, 1901, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 33, Leg. 6594, and
March 19,1901, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 34, Leg. 6605.
"This according to El Tiempo as quoted by Arenas Guzman, El periodismo en la
revolucion mexicana, vol. 2 , p. 72.
'•*Barr6n to Reyes, Mexico City, May 31,1897, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 26, Leg.
5053.
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the best way to serve me is to make the people of the press obligated to me."'®
Barron played his role as devoted servant of Reyes well. He referred to the
govemor as "my beloved Jefe"'® and wrote articles supporting Reyes and his ideas.'^
Barron was also quick to disassociate himself from his journalist friends when they
published articles negative to Reyes. For example, when El Popular began attacks on
Reyes in late 1899, Barron, although friends with director Francisco Montes de Oca,
wrote in a confidential letter to the govemor; "I do not have direct nor indirect
participation in that newspaper."'^ In return for Barron's loyalty, Reyes agreed to help the
journalist start his own newspaper. El Progreso.^ By 1909, Barron had become a leader
in the democratic movement that nominated Reyes as Diaz's vice president for the 1910

'^Reyes to Barron, Monterrey, June 4,1897, CONDUMEX-Los Copiadores del
General Bernardo Reyes [hereafter cited as CONDUMEX-CBR], Copiadores 24, Leg.
13964.
'^Barron to Reyes, Mexico City, December 12, 1899, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car.
29, Leg. 5675.
''In one letter Baron wrote to Reyes about an article the journalist had written: "I
have the pleasure to dedicate to you that article, in which I developed the proposition of
politics [emphasis Barron], the noble ideas that I have heard many times from your lips."
Barron to Reyes, Mexico City, December 23, 1899, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 29, Leg.
5682.
"Barron to Reyes, Mexico City, December 31,1899, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car.
29, Leg. 5682.
"Reyes to Barron, Mexico City, June 2, 1900, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop 33, leg.
19644.
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elections. These actions forced Reyes to Europe at Diaz's request and Barron fled to New
York after he was compelled to leave the country.'"
In addition to the information regarding journalists that Reyes passed on to Di'az,
other provincial government leaders wrote to Di'az about perceived problems caused by
the opposition press in their regions. For example, the governor of Jalisco, Francisco
Tolentino, wrote to Diaz about the problems of the opposition press in Guadalajara,
especially the Diario de Jalisco. Also, General Eulalio Vela wrote to Diaz about the
same kinds of problems in Matamoros. Both letters were marked "confidential."''
Clearly these provincial politicos understood Diaz's role in attempting to control the
press, not only in the capital, but in the states as well. Like its capital counterparts, the
provincial press had a long history of independent journalism. It also bore the brunt of
the most intense persecutions as several provincial editors were assassinated during the
time period.'^
Ten years before Rafael Reyes Spindola established his close relationship with

'"See Turner, Barbarous Mexico, pp. 149-154; Actualidades, January 22, 1909,
and Mexico Nuevo, June 17, 1909.
"See Tolentino to Dfaz, Guadalajara, September 2, 1888, CPD, #9228, R. 44; and
Vela to Diaz, Matamoros, August 9,1888, CPD #9278, R. 44.
'Numerous studies of the Mexican provencial press have been undertaken by
Mexican scholars. For a list of twenty-six of those works, see Enrique Davila Diez and
Silvia Maria Soledad Jimenez Zubillaga, "La prensa en Mexico (del siglo xix al periodo
revolucionario), Revista Mexicana de Ciencias Politicasy Sociales 109 (1982): 137-139.
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Diaz via the government's large subsidy to El Imparcial, the journalist was relaying
information on the independent press to the government. While in Morelia serving as a
secretary to General Mariano Jimenez, the governor of MichoacM, Reyes Spmdola wrote
to Diaz in 1885 about local perceptions of capital newspapers. For example, Reyes
Spmdola told Di'az that the independent, conservative El Tiempo "had been generally well
received" in the state.*'
Dfaz also relied on informants to tract the activities of dissident journalists living
in exile in the United States. Throughout the summer of 1886, Dfaz received several
letters from A.K. Coney, the Mexican Consul General in San Francisco, regarding the
activities of the exiled Adolfo Carrillo, editor of the independent La Republica. Carrillo
had left Mexico because of government repression against the independent press and
continued his opposition against the Dfaz government while in exile. In an attempt to
stop Carrillo's journalistic attacks on the president. Coney offered to pay for Carrillo's
passage to Spain in Jime of that year, but was initially unsuccessful. By mid-August
Coney informed Dfaz that Carrillo was finally on his way to Spain via a ticket purchased

*'Reyes Spfndola to Dfaz, Morelia, November 23,1885, CPD, #10709, R. 17.
According to Lepidus, Reyes Spfndola moved to Morelia in 1885 to take the job as
secretary to Jimenez. That same year, he married one of the general's daughters. See
Lepidus, "Historia," p. 448.
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by the consul general.^ Di'az was also infonned by Coney that he believed he could
purchase La Republica for $1,000 gold.^^ He later reported that thanks to the help of Luis
Huller, the newspaper had been purchased and would be "dedicated to the interests of the
government" In an agreement with Huller, the government would pay half the monthly
operating expenses and Huller the other half for a total monthly cost of $500.^®
Reyes also relied on informants in the United States to keep abreast of journalist
activities there, which he then passed on to Diaz. For example, P. Omelas, president of
the International Bridge and Tramway Co. of New Orleans, wrote to Reyes in February
1894 regarding the activities of the editors of El Democrata in the United States and their
plans to revive the daily.'' Additional information about the dissident journalists was
provided to Reyes by Eugenio Yglesias from Laredo, Texas.*® Reyes relayed the

*^Coney to Diaz, San Francisco, August 12, 1886, CPD, #9074, R. 25; and August
14, 1886, CPD, #9096, R. 25.
'^Coney to Di'az, San Francisco, June 16, 1886, CPD, #5587-5588, R. 23.
'®See Coney to Diaz, San Francisco, August 30,1886, CPD, #9522, R. 25, and
September 26, 1886, CPD, #9555, R. 26.
^'Omelas to Reyes, New Orleans, February 16,1894, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car.
20, Leg. 3889.
^'Yglesias to Reyes, Laredo, May 10,1894, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 21, Leg.
4026.

informatioii he had attained on to Di'az in several letters.®'
Of all the means the Porfirian regime employed to silence the opposition voices in
Mexico City, perhaps the most lasting image was the Belen prison, which came to
symbolize for the independent press all that was wrong with the Porfiriato. Belen prison
served as the city jail for the federal district."' It was a former convent that, according to
Turner, was "not large enough decently to house five hundred inmates, but frequendy it
houses more than 5,000.""
Turner was not allowed to visit the prison, but he was able to peer through an
open door and make the following comment:
Through that door I could see into the central court, where ranged hundreds of
human beings made wild beasts by the treatment they received, ragged, filthy,
starving, wolfish wrecks of man — a sight calculated to provoke a raucous laugh at
the solemn declarations of certain individuals that Mexico has a civilized

®'See Reyes to Dfaz, Monterrey, May 2, 1894, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 14, Leg.
8771; May 17, 1894, Leg. 8777; and September 4,1894, Leg. 8853.
Another, more modem penitentiary — the Federal District Penetentiary —
existed, but housed only those criminals sentenced to more than eight years. See Tumer,
Barbarous Mexico, p. 129.
'%id., p. 129. Tumer claimed the daily ration for inmates was a biscuit and
beans. Because the quantity was insufficient a regular system was established to provide
food from friends and relatives of prisoners. James Creehnan, the noted U.S. journalists
whose interview with Dfaz precipitated the canadacy of Francisco Madero, described the
Belen prison in 1910 as "unspeakable filthy, crowded, and often infected with disease."
He continued, "[T]he horrors of the Belen jail are a survival of Mexico's dark days; still,
the government has planned a commodious modem stmcture to take the place of the old
convent which was served so long as an example of Mexican misrule." See James
Creelman, Diaz, Master of Mexico (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1911), p. 418.
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government.'^
Turner claimed he had a good knowledge of the prison because of interviews he
conducted with prison officials, physicians and former prisoners, including many
journalists, as well as having read Mexican newspapers. He said a prison physician, who
was "a man of high standing with the government," told the crusading journalist that all
inmates upon entering the jail contracted a skin disease as a result of the unsanitary
conditions. Furthermore, at least 10 percent of the population died yearly from typhus
and "an old prison director" told him that at least 20 percent of the prisoners contracted
tuberculosis. Turner told his readers that he had heard such horror stories from "too many
widely different sources to be able to doubt them." He pointed to press reports during his
first visit to Mexico City in 1908 of a typhus epidemic in Belen. By the third day and 178
cases, he claimed the press was silenced by the government to avoid a scandal.'^

Impact of the Opposition Press
As a result of the efforts by the Diaz government to silence the independent and
opposition press, it is easy to conclude that these alternative voices were not significant.

"Turner, Barbarous Mexico, p. 128.
"Ibid., pp. 129-131.
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Furthermore, many argue that high illiteracy rates and limited circulations hindered any
great impact these newspapers had on Mexican society. ^ Such an assumption, however,
fails to address the tenacity and the persistent nature of these newspapers, especially the
long-standing newspapers that outlasted the old dictator. Moreover, while circulation
was limited to an average of 3,000 to 5,000 per independent newspaper throughout the
period, this does not take into account the fact that independent newspapers shared their
plight with each other, thus doubling, tripling and even quadrupling coverage of their
fight against the Diaz regime. Simply because Diaz was able to silence temporarily an
editor or journalist by having him or her jailed under defamation charges, the president
could not stop the opposition ideology. As one opposition editor succinctly wrote about
his own imprisonment: "[The lack of] freedom of movement does not destroy freedom of
thinking.""'
Many journalists maintained a level of independence in their writing and reporting
by walking a thin line between criticism and government-perceived defamation. For
example, Paulino Martinez was able to keep his opposition newspapers. La Voz de
Juarez, El Anti-Reelectionista and El Insurgente, open when others were being closed by

"^For an example of this viewpoint, see Coerver, The Porfirian Interregnum, p.
95.

^^El Democrata, July 23, 1895.
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refraining from making direct criticisms of Diaz. Martinez, however, also fell victim to
closure in 1909.'® Others followed suit. An example is the noted caricaturist of the time,
Jose Guadalupe Posada, whose cartoon skeletons and caricatures made him famous. Ron
Tyler, who studied Posada's work, doubted that the artist was ever imprisoned, even
though he drew for several opposition publications. According to Tyler, Posada probably
adhered to that thin line between criticizing and lauding the Diaz regime."
Yet, the independent press was quick to distingtiish itself from what it viewed as
the failings of the pro-government press. For example, in the spring of 1893, El Monitor
Republicano singled out the newspapers that were friends of the government and their
silence about the crusade promoted by the independent press against gambling houses.'*
Likewise, those newspapers that curried favor with Diaz distanced themselves from
independent newspapers that criticized the government. For example, Marcelino
Rodriguez wrote to Diaz in behalf of the editors of the Boletin Militar. He wanted to
make it clear to Diaz that the publication disavowed a Coronel Antonio Carrion, who had
spoken out against the administration in both El Hijo del Ahuizote and El NacionalP

'^Turner, Barbarous Mexico, pp. 159-160.
"Ron Tyler, ed., Posada's Mexico (Washington: Library of Congress, 1979), p.
12.

'*£/ Monitor Republicano, April 8,1893.
''Rodriguez to Diaz, Mexico City, January 4,1886, CPD, #863, R. 20

The independent newspapers routinely reminded their readers of the differences
between newspapers that were independent and those that were pro-govenmient For
example. El 93 reprinted a short story first published in Gil Bias that listed the progovemment and independent newspapers in the capital in an effort to demonstrate that the
opposition newspapers were not the minority. The pro-government list included: El
Universal, El Partido Liberal, El Nacional, El Siglo XIX and La Patria, while the
independent list named: El Monitor Republicano, El Tiempo, La Voz de Mexico, Diario
del Hogar, Republicana Mexicana, El Pais, Gil Bias, El Hijo del Ahuizote, El 93, El
Fandango and El Pensamiento.^°°
When it resurfaced January 1, 1895, El Democrata carried a lengthy story
outlining more than twenty cases of independent newspapers that had suffered
imprisonment, fines and other forms of suppression for the previous ten years under Diaz.
Among those cited were liberal newspapers including El Monitor Republicano, El Hijo
del Ahuizote and Diario del Hogar, conservative dailies such as El Tiempo and La Voz de
Mexico-, and avowed opposition newspapers such as El Democrata, La Republica, El 93
and La Oposici6n}°^ The newspaper followed that story with a list of those editors and

February 12,1893.
Democrata, January 1,1895.
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newspapers that were pro-government and therefore exempt from the repression.'® El
Hijo del Ahuizote repeated the list two days later.'"
When it came to criticism of the regime, the opposition press — both left and right
— exhibited more cooperation, even camaraderie, than competition. Regardless of their
respective political stance, these newspapers recognized that government repression
against one member of the independent press meant the possibility of suppression of all
members. The fundamental issue of freedom of the press was a persistent theme among
the independent press, not only for philosophical reasons but also for the practical
purpose of remaining open and able to publish.'"^ The camaraderie that resulted from
such shared ideals is demonstrated when independent journalists seriously considered
constructing a special shelter for those accused of press crimes. They also comtemplated
forming a library in jail so they could continue their work while encarcerated.'"^
As previously indicated, the repression reached its peak during the first decade of
the twentieth century, and the number of independent newspapers declined. In 1907,
Diario del Hogar listed only three other independent newspapers in Mexico City: El

'°^Ibid., January 4, 1895. Chapter 3 of this study examines the pro-government
and subsidized newspapers in detail.
^°'El Hijo del Ahuizote, January 6,1895.
""This issue of freedom of the press will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5.
'°^Rm'z Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, Elperiodismo, p. 218.

Pais, La Voz de Mexico and La Voz de Juarez. The newspaper concluded the reason for
this paucity in the independent press was a result of a prevalence of immorality that
existed among the capital press.Yet, even during these times of intense persecution,
the independent press did not give up. They routinely publicized their collective plight by
publishing notices of incarcerations of journalists from other independent newspapers.
For example. El Hijo del Ahuizote, reported in 1888 that FUomeno Mata had been held in
Belen incommunicado for eighteen days.'" Such reports were made regardless of the
political ideology of a particular independent publication. For example. El Hijo del
Ahuizote, a liberal weekly, reported Victoriano Agiieros, editor of El Tlempo, a
conservative daily, had been imprisoned.'"* In 1890, La Voz de Mexico, a conservative
daily, reported that the liberal Diario del Hogar had again been denounced and editor
Francisco R. Morales had been jailed. To cover itself from possible defamation charges
by merely reporting the charge, the newspaper explained the situation in the following
manner: "It appeared that this denunciation had been motivated by a series of articles
about the government of Guerrero, published in said daily." The story concluded by
expressing the paper's desire that all ended well.'"'
To further illustrate this point. El Hijo del Ahuizote carried a story from El
Diario del Hogar, September 13,1907.
Hijo del Ahuizote, May 27,1888.
'""Ibid., April 18,1886.
Voz de Mexico, May 2, 1890.
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Tiempo and El Monitor Republicano about the imprisonment of Daniel Cabrera, the
editor of El Hijo del Ahuizote in 1891The following week, the weekly thanked El
Monitor Republicano, El Tiempo, El Nacional and Diario del Hogar for keeping their
respective readers apprised of the continued imprisonment of Cabrera."' The coverage of
Cabrera's incarceration reached a combined audience of about 18,000. El Hijo del
Ahuizote repeated this strategy in 1894, when once again Cabrera was jailed. In addition
to those recognized in 1891, Gil Bias and several provincial independent newspapers
received the weekly's thanks."*
And, while these newspapers readily spread the news about a fellow independent
journalist's misfortune, they were also quick to tell their readers when colleagues were
released. For example, El Colmillo Publico, an independent humor and caricature
weekly, reported the release in October 1903 of Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magon, Juan
Sarabia and the other editors who had taken over editing El Hijo del AhuizoteIn
December, it reported the release of Juana B. Gutierrez de Mendoza and Elisa Acuna y
Rosete, editors of Vesper, an opposition newspaper. The two women had served four

"°£/ Hijo del Ahuizote, September 27,1891.
'"Ibid., October 4,1891.
"^Ibid., January 21,1894.
/ Colmillo Publico, October 4, 1903.
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months in jail.""*
As much as Diaz tried to suppress those newspapers critical of his government
and his policies for Mexico, he never succeeded in eliminating them completely.
Arguably his efiforts to silence these adversarial voices were successfiil for short periods
of time, however, the independent and opposition press remained a viable and persistent
presence throughout the thirty-five years of the Porfiriato. Threats of imprisonment,
fines, seizures of printing presses and even assassination did not extirpate these
newspapers nor their ideals of freedom of the press. Furthermore, their role in Porfirian
society served as a defining factor in the political culture. The independent press
remained a thorn in the side of Dfaz and his cronies that at times was only a mild
inconvenience and at other times a gnawing irritation. And, as much as he tried to either
own or control the political rhetoric, Diaz was never completely successful.

"''Ibid., December 27,1903. Gutierrez de Mendoza and Acuna y Rosete were
anomalies in capital journalism. They were staunch supporters of the early revolutionary
movement (Guitierrez de Mendoza even had a liberal club in San Luis Potosi named for
her, see El Demqfilo, May 18,1902). The two were the only women journalists working
in the political press that were discovered during the research for this project. Women
were beginning to participate more in journalism by the end of the Porfiriato, but usually
as writers and editors for women's periodicals. No copies of Vesper were discovered in a
search of Mexico City archives.
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Chapter 3
The Subsidized Press

. . . published under the shade ofthe national treasury.
Leopoldo Borras, Historia del periodismo mexicano

Subsidies to newspapers were the Porfirian government's most effective tool in
combatting the opposition press. In addition to the government-run Diario Oficial,
numerous periodicals in Mexico City either sported pro-government rhetoric or refrained
from criticizing the Di'az regime in exchange for subsidies. These subsidies often made
up the difference that advertising revenues and subscriptions failed to provide.
Subsidized newspapers also ensured Porfirio Diaz of a system to disseminate government
prop^anda, which became a significant factor as Diaz solidified his power. Utilizing his
"pan o palo" philosophy of governing, Diaz employed two methods in dealing with the
capital press: he either bought the opposition by "attracting writers to the side of the
government, paying to keep them quiet,"' or he repressed them.
The most significant Porfirian subsidy, however, were the government fimds
given to Rafael Reyes Spmdola that allowed him to publish El Imparcial and the other

'AguilarPlata, "ElImparcial" p. 79.
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periodicals tiiat comprised his publishing empire, including El Mundo (an afternoon
daily), El Heraldo (which replaced El Mundo), El Mundo Ilustrado, Comico and Revista
de Revistas. This government support facilitated the transformation of Mexican
journalism from its nineteenth-century elitist and polemical style into the modem-looking
newspaper geared toward the masses. This change profoimdly altered not only the
physical appearance of Mexican newspapers but also their role in Mexican society. As an
institution, the press shifted its focus from political and intellectual concerns that were
primarily geared to the elite sectors of Porfirian society to providing information and
news in a manner that appealed to the larger society. The government ~ through
subsidies ~ provided the necessary capital to ensure the printing plant infrastructure
needed to mass-produce newspapers. While the social benefits of this transformation of
the press may be debated, the government's gain is clear: Diaz's subsidies guaranteed
loyal newspapers that not only allowed him to control public opinion, but also reached
unprecedented numbers of Mexican citizens. The added bonus was the forced closure of
several old-style newspapers ~ many which were critical of the government ~ that could
not compete economically with the modem newspapers.
This chapter will analyze the impact of subsidies on Mexican journalism, focusing
specifically on the role of El Imparcial and Reyes Spmdola's other periodicals.

Fre-El Imparcial Subsidies
Di'az began giving government subsidies to newspapers during his first
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presidential term. By 1888 the federal government subsidized thirty periodicals in the
capital, paying $40,000 pesos per month. Additionally, the government supported
twenty-seven newspapers in the states.^ An example of such subsidies was El Universal,
a conservative daily founded in Mexico City in 1888 by Reyes Spindola. It later was
owned and managed by Ramon Prida, who converted it into the ofBcial organ of the
cientifico party

In 1888 it cost $96 pesos per issue to print only 2,500 copies of El

Universal, yet subscriptions only brought in $45 pesos per issue. Payment also had to be
made to the editorial staff and correspondents, and even with advertising revenues, the
free market proved unequal to the task."* In 1893 El Universal admitted having received
$70,000 pesos armually from the govenmient.^ The benefits of such financial support are
demonstrated by the newspaper itself. A house ad in El Universal appearing that same
year claimed: "El Universal is the daily of the largest circulation in the Mexican
Republic."® El Universal foreshadowed the journalistic innovations that Reyes Spmdola
implemented with El Imparcial. Reyes Spmdola believed newspapers ought to be seen as
institutions and not personalist tools. To this end, he abolished all signed editorials in El
Universal (a practice he also used in his later publications). He also emphasized the news

^Rmz Castaneda, Reed Torres and Cordero y Torres, Elperiodismo, pp. 217-218.
^Rmz Castaneda, La prensa, p. 152.
"^Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato — la vida social, p. 677.
^Ibid., p. 678.
^El Universal, April 2,1893.
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by putting news stories on page one.'
Two other important pre-£/ Imparcial newspapers, La Libertad and El Partido
Liberal, also received government subsidies. The former (1878-1884) was the early
advocate of scientific politics and edited by young, positivist intellectuals, most notably
by Justo Sierra. It openly acknowledged its government subsidy, but claimed its
independence was not sacrificed. Rather, it saw its role as complementary to the efforts
of Di'az in promoting scientific politics. Fundamental to La Libertads philosophy was its
rejection of doctrinaire liberalism and the application of scientific principles to Mexican
politics and society.® El Partido Liberal was published by Jose Vicente Villada from
1885 until 1896. It was established as a supporter of the liberal party and defender of the
Diaz regime. It disappeared in late 1896 when its subsidy was withdrawn and El
Imparcial began publishing. Up until that time it had been one of the most fervent
supporters of Diaz's government.'
Most subsidies came from the ministries of Gobemacion and Hacienda, although
Diaz used other government agencies to provide financial assistance to periodicals.'" For
example, the Secretary of the Army and Navy subsidized the Periodica Militar because of

'Lepidus, "Historia," p. 439.
'Charles A. Hale, The Transformation of Liberalism in Late Nineteenth-Century
Mexico (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), pp. 25-28.
'See Ruiz Castaneda, La Prensa, p.147.
Excelsior, July 6, 1951.
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its promotion of modem military science. It also made it clear to military commanders
that they should subscribe to this periodical."
The Diaz government also provided payments to foreign newspapers to ensure a
positive picture of Mexico in their pages. In January 1885 El Correo del Lunes claimed
the goverrmient had distributed $200,000 pesos to foreign newspapers in exchange for
good reviews of Mexico.'^ At the end of that year, this opposition newspaper ran a story
about the $34,750 pesos per month that the federal goverrunent was paying newspapers in
Mexico to defend the Diaz regime at home and abroad. Among those listed was $6,000
pesos per month to El Partido LiberalP
In addition to newspaper subsidies, both Di'az and Bernardo Reyes financially
helped loyal journalists in other ways,'"* and numerous examples exist in their respective
"See circular from the Secretary of the Army and Navy, February 24, 1880, Fondo
Gobemacion, Leg. 945, #1, AGN.
^^El Correo del Lunes, January 5,1885. Diaz's attentiveness to foreign
newspapers, especially those in the United States paid off. In her study of U.S. press
coverage of Diaz, Charlotte Roehl found that throughout the Porfiriato the administration
successfully manipulated U.S. newspapers to the point that they created Diaz's image as a
promoter of law and order and as a reformer even though the facts indicated otherwise.
See Charlotte Roehl, "Porfirio Diaz in the Press in the United States," Ph.D. diss..
University of Chicago, 1953, p. 386.
*^Ibid., December 7,1885.
'"'The assistance given to Agapito Silva, who wrote for the pro-govemment
newspapers La Prensa and La Patria in the 1880s, illustrate this point. In 1891, Silva
received $100 pesos from Reyes to help pay constructions costs for Silva's home. See
Reyes to Silva, Monterrey, October 27,1891, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 7, Leg. 3656.
Reyes also recommeded Silva, who was in need of a job in 1892, to Di'az. See Reyes to
Di'az, Monterrey, August 26,1892, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 8, Leg. 5070.

correspondence that demonstrate how some pro-goverrmient journalists eagerly blended
their professional and personal goals in their dealings with high-level ofiBcials.'^ Arturo
Paz, son of Ireneo and a journalist and businessman, maintained an almost sycophantic
relationship with Dfaz. For numerous years Paz headed the "Circle of Friends of General
Porfirio Di'az" that raised money for celebrations honoring Diaz,'® he published the
monthly Gaceta Municipal and actively sought high-level officials' support for this
publication geared to municipios (similar to counties in the United States),'^ and he

'^Capital journalists regularly communicated with both Diaz and Reyes for both
professional and personal reasons. Emesto Mora, editor of La Union Federal, sought a
letter of recommendation from Dfaz to the Secretary of Gobemacion. See Mora to Diaz,
Mexico City, August 17,1896, CPD #15759, R. 133. Ramon Alvarez Soto, director of El
Paladin, sought help from Diaz regarding a legal problem stemming from the editor's
denunciation by Rafael Rodriguez Falavera, a national congressman. See Alvarez Soto to
Diaz, Mexico City, November 25,1902, CPD #12857, R. 194. Many who sought favors
reminded Di'az of favorable news coverage of the president, as was the case of Rafael
Acosta, who reminded Di'az of a very favorable biographical article Acosta had written
about Dfaz in La Patria in 1884. See Acosta to Dfaz, Mexico City, December 6, 1884,
CPD #1393, R. 11. Still others actually sent their favorable articles to the president, like
A.L. Nolf who sent his article from El Partido Liberal. See Nolf to Dfaz, Mexico City,
September 24,1896, CPD #15669, R. 133.
'®Reyes to Paz, Monterrey, August 9, 1892, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 16, Leg.
10324; Reyes to Jose Sanchez Ramos, Monterrey, August 31,1897, CONDUMEX-CBR,
Cop. 25, Leg. 14230; and Paz to Reyes, Mexico City, August 10, 1899, CONDUMEXABR, Car. 28, Leg. 5593. Reyes gave $50 armually to the organization.
'^Letter from Manuel G. Cosfo to Reyes, Mexico City, January 21,1896,
CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 24, Leg. 4727; Reyes to Gilberto Torres and Paz, Monterrey,
February 11,1896, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 18, Leg. 11938; and Reyes to Cosfo,
Monterrey, February 18,1896, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 15, Leg. 9543.
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served as a power broker between individuals and politicians." Paz also had quite
extensive business dealings with Reyes." Yet, for all his posturing and manipulation, Paz
saw his position with the national government change in early 1911 when he was forced
to plead the case of his father, Ireneo, who had been a long-time Diaz supporter but found
himself jailed because of his staimch anti-corralista views. Paz begged for Ireneo's
release and return of La Patria's printing plant because it was "the only method of
subsistence that my family has." To assure Diaz, Paz promised that his father would not
print anything of a "political character."^" These examples illustrate the tenuous role
joimalists found themselves in while dealing with the Diaz administration.
For the most part, however, both the independent and opposition press were very
vocal about their distaste for government subsidies. The independent El Pais carried on a
campaign against the subsidies in early 1893, listing those newspapers that received fimds
from the Secretary of the Hacienda.^' In a page one story titled "The Government Press,"
the newspaper called the subsidies decadent and useless. The article argued that the

'^Paz requested a meeting between Dfaz and William C. Greene, the U.S. copper
baron of Sonora in 1900. See Paz to Dfaz, Mexico City, April 23, 1900, CPD #4574, R.
171.
•'See CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 18, Leg. 11938 and Cop. 9, Leg. 5754.
-°Paz to Dfaz, Mexico City, February 23,1911, CPD #2881, R. 280. See also
letters from Ireneo Paz to Dfaz, Mexico City, February 16,1911, CPD #2731, R. 280, and
February 22,1911, CPD #2880, R. 280.
-'£/ Pais, January 13, 1893.
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money used by the subsidies could be better spent for more important matters.^
El Hijo del Ahuizote employed satire to decry the subsidies. For example in 1885
it published a "Canticle of the Servant Journalists." This parody of a religious song began:
"My tongue glorifies Porfirio. And my stomach is full of joy to contemplate the bond of
my love for Porfirio."^ Its successor. El Ahuizote Jacobino, continued this satirical
criticism of the subsidized press. For example, in 1904 it carried a full-page caricature of
an American-looking man holding a box marked "The Mexican Herald" (a subsidized
English-language newspaper in the capital). An anonymous hand is seen dropping a large
coin into the box. Behind the man is a sign that read: "Treasury."^"* [For an example of
this type of political caricature, see Fig. 4]
The subsidized press was sensitive to the criticism from the independent press.
Dubbed "servant journalists," "officious press" and "semi-official press," these subsidized
newspapers responded in various ways. In his discussion on the subject, Moises
Gonzalez Navarro claimed these newspapers criticized the federal govenmient, but only
in a superficial way. For example, subsidized newspapers criticized the Secretary of
Fomento because the train from Veracruz left at 6:30 instead of 6:40 or the Secretary of
Gobemacion because hospitals used round bowls instead of oval ones or the Secretary of

^El Pais, March 9,1893.
^El Hijo del Ahuizote, September 27,1885.
^*El Ahuizote Jacobino, January 31, 1904.
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Fig. 4. El Hijo del Ahuizote, March 18, 1894. This caricature, titled "The Banner of the
Government [Supporters]," shows editors of government-subsidized newspapers drinking
from the government trough, or in this case, the government cow.
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Hacienda because its certificates were sewn with yellow cords instead of red ones.^
While subsidies may have been philosophically distastefiil to independent
newspapers, some were forced to seek such financial assistance. Luis del Toro, editor
and director of Correo de Mexico, requested monies from Bernardo Reyes to sxistain the
new publication in 1897. Toro began the newspaper following the closure of El Monitor
Republicano at the end of 1896, where he had served as an editor and writer. Toro's
previous role with the staimchly independent daily caused Reyes to turn the request
down.^® Reyes also turned down another independent journalist, Francisco Montes de
Oca, director of El Popular, citing financial constraints of the Nuevo Leon government,"
although it more than likely had to do with the negative coverage El Popular had directed
toward Reyes.** Both examples reflected the precarious financial situation that many new
newspaper directors found themselves confronting. The government was seen as a
logical source of capital, yet with tight strings attached. Once denied funding, however,
those newspapers viewed the goverrmient as an easy target. Before he was turned down,

"Gonzalez Navarro, Elporfiriato ~ la vida social, pp. 611-61%.
^®Toro to Reyes, Mexico City, October 10, 1897, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 26,
Leg. 5171, and Reyes to Toro, Monterrey, October 21,1897, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop.
25, Leg. 14358.
"Reyes to Montes de Oca, Monterrey, July 28,1899, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop.
30, Leg. 16067.
^^Letter from Heriberto Barron to Reyes, Mexico City, October 16,1898,
CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 27, Leg. 5376, and Reyes to Barron, Monterrey, January 4,
1899, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 28, Leg. 15308.
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Monies de Oca provided positive coverage of Reyes in El Popular,^ but afterward, the
coverage was much less flattering.^"

The Impact of El Imparcial
The year 1896 was a benchmark for Mexican journalism — not only did it mark
Diaz's fourth reelection, it also was the year the govenmient ended many of its newspaper
subsidies forcing closures, including El Partido Liberal and El Siglo XIX. And, most
importantly, El Imparcial received the lion's share of government assistance allowing it to
begin publishing in the fall of that year. With $180,000 pesos for paper and machinery
from wealthy Mexican businessmen and financiers Delfm Sanchez Ramos and Tomas
Braniff, $100,000 pesos from Secretary of Hacienda Jose Limantour to buy a rotary press
and $52,000 pesos annual subsidy from the government, Reyes Spfndola launched his
new periodical in September to coincide with the coimtry's independence day
celebrations.^' It, along with its aftemoon counterpart. El Mundo, came to dominate the
capital press and served as the voice of the cientfficos.^^
Reyes Spmdola was bom in Oaxaca and studied law there, later teaching at the
Institute of Oaxaca. He began his journalistic career early, editing a small newspaper in
^^El Popular, December 2,1897.
^°Ibid., December 30,1899.
^'Aguilar Plata,"El Imparcial" pp. 85-86,90.
^^Hale, The Transformation of Liberalism, p. 130.
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Oaxaca City while a student. As a young man he served as secretary to the Governor of
Michoacan, General Mariano Jimenez. In 1888 he established El Universal in Mexico
City.^^ One scholar has said Reyes Spmdola was to Mexican journalism as his
contemporary Joseph Pulitzer was to U.S. journalism.^ Among the many innovations
with which Reyes Spmdola was credited: founder of modem Mexican journalism,
moving editorials from page one to the inside, putting news on page one, improving
conditions for journalists by paying them fixed salaries, selling newspapers cheaply so the
masses could buy them and introducing the interview into Mexican journalism.^® In
addition to his journalistic prowess, his administrative and business skills also were
lauded.^®
Apologists for Reyes Spmdola claimed he was forced to accept Di'az in exchange
for the hefty financial assistance necessary to publish a modem newspaper.^' In an article

Excelsior, January 13,1947.
^'Lepidus, "Historia," p. 449.
^^Lopez Alcocer, Resena historica, pp. 28-29.
^®Aguilar Plata, "El Imparcial" p. 83. In addition to his newspapers and business
ventures, Reyes Spmdola also was involved with public service activities and the arts.
For example, his newspapers helped organize a benefit for the victims of an earthquake in
Mazatlan. (See A. Rivera de la Torres to Diaz, Mexico City, February 2, 1903, CPD,
#1419, R. 197.) Reyes himself supported a promising Mexican pianist, Ricardo Castro.
Reyes Spmdola had a personal appreciation for classical piano music as he had studied
the instrument in his youth. Even one of his noted critics. El Tiempo, credited Reyes
Spmdola with the respect of the arts commimity in Mexico. (See Semanario Ilustrado de
El Tiempo, July 14,1902.)
"Ibid., pp. 82-83.
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for Excelsior commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of Reyes Spindola's death in
1947, his contemporary Luis Lara Pardo said: "We know that his alliance with porfirismo
was accidental. Before he began the semi-official daily [El Imparcial] that was his finest
work, he had provided the great push and given new orientation to the national press.
Lara Pardo, who also served as an editor for Reyes Spindola, claimed the innovative
journalist said:" 'They believe that I am a porfirista for self interest. Oh, no! I know very
well that, if I would be declared independent today and abandoned by the government, my
newspaper would still climb higher."^' Four years later Lara Pardo amended his
assessment of Reyes Spfndola by saying the noted journalist was first in the service of
Di'az and second to the cientificos.''°
Actually, Reyes Spindola had a long and apparently close personal relationship
with Di'az that began even before he started El Universal in 1888. As early as 1885, the
two corresponded while Reyes Spindola was secretary to Michoacan Governor Jimenez.
Moreover, Dfaz had named Reyes Spindola a military advisor to the federal troops in

Michoacan.'" As early as 1887, Reyes Spindola referred to Diaz as "my political
Excelsior, January 13,1947.
^'Ibid.
""Ibid., July 6,1951.
•*'Reyes Spindola to Diaz, Mexico City, March 16, 1885, CPD, #3190, R. 13. See
also Reyes Spindola to Diaz, Morelia, October 24,1885, CPD, #101615, R. 18; and Diaz
to Reyes Spindola, Mexico City, November 26, 1885, CPD, #178-179, R. 296.
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father.'"'^ Moreover, Reyes Spmdola was certainly not averse to using his political
connections to further his business ventures. For example, Reyes Spmdola used his
relationship with Diaz to encourage Bernardo Reyes,"*^ who was governor of Nuevo Leon
at the time, to invest $1,000 pesos in the stock company that the joumalist-businessman
had formed to support El Universal. Governor Reyes gave the editor the money from the
Nuevo Leon treasury.'"
Diaz also supported Reyes Spmdola's effort to establish a public relations service
that would provide the government with a direct voice in getting out its message. The
service would run in Reyes Spmdola's afternoon daily. El Mundo. It was estimated to
cost $150,000 pesos per year. In a letter to Bernardo Reyes, Diaz encouraged the
governor to invest in the venture saying it would have "a real and positive benefit to the
State.'"*^ When Reyes replied that El Nacional akeady had a similar service for the
government, Dfaz responded that El Nacional's circulation was too limited and El
Mundo's far greater circulation would ensure a better return on the govenunent's

•*^Reyes Spfndolato Di'az, Mexico City, May 17,1887, #4365, R. 32.
'*^The two were not related.
'"See Reyes to Dfaz, Monterrey, December 3,1891, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 7,
Leg. 4061; Reyes to Reyes Spfndola, Monterrey, December 3,1891, CONDUMEX-CBR,
Cop. 7, Leg. 4063; Reyes to Reyes Spfndola, Monterrey, December 14,1891,
CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 7, Leg. 4206; and Reyes Spfndola to Reyes, Mexico City, June
1, 1892, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 16, Leg. 3172.
''^Dfaz to Reyes, Mexico City, November 25, 1896, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 25,
Leg. 4965.
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investment.'" Reyes finally agreed to participate in allowing the state government of
Nuevo Leon to help finance the venture."'' Throughout its early years, El Imparcial
provided favorable coverage to Bernardo Reyes and other top government officials."*®
Reyes Spmdola remained loyal to Diaz until the end. During the early years of the
Mexican Revolution, El Imparcial was a staunch supporter of the Porfirian regime. For
example, among Diaz's correspondence during this time are several letters from outside
the capital that attest to this loyalty. One letter, in reporting the conditions in Torreon,
Coahuila, commented that El Imparcial was imique in its support of the government.""
Another Di'az correspondent in Chalco indicated that he relied on the newspaper to
provide him with information about the fighting.^" Still another credited El Imparcial
with providing him "the impartiality" he needed to judge the events occurring in
Mexico.^'

"•^Reyes to Diaz, Monterrey, January 25, 1897, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 21, Leg.
12596; and Dfaz to Reyes, Mexico City, January 29,1897, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car. 25,
Leg. 4991.
""Reyes to Di'az, Monterrey, February 3, 1897, CONDUMEX-CBR, Cop. 21, Leg.
1297.
"''For example, see El Imparcial, December 20,1899.
•"Gonzalo Lucuen to O. Balcazar, Torreon, February 8, 1911, CPD, #3674, R.
280.

^°Habucuc Villanuevo to Di'az, Chalco, March 17,1911, CPD, #5107, R. 281.
^'Dr. Jose Saenz to Di'az, El Paso, Texas, March 22, 1911, CPD, #5585, R. 281.
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Di'az gave Reyes Spmdola carte blanche with El Imparcial^^ and the intrepid
journalist-businessman took advantage of the opportunity to create and mold modem
Mexican newspapers. From its beginnings, El Imparcial regularly carried a woman's
section, society notes and international news provided by the New York Herald. He
changed the design of the columns to make them easier to read.^^ While not the first in
Mexico to use sensationalism in news stories, Reyes Spmdola carried this trend to a new
height.
The first capital newspaper to employ sensationalism was El Nacional, founded in
1880 by Gonzalo A. Esteva.^"* Reyes Spmdola had incorporated sensational-style
reporting and writing in El Universal. Sensationalism today tends to draw negative
criticism and links to tabloid journalism. In the late nineteenth century version it was a
special style of presentation employed to excite the reader." As Warren Francke, who
studied sensationalism in U.S. newspapers, stated: "Sensationalism exploits sensation, the
experience of the senses, even life itself. Sensationalism, . . . means putting life in a
story."^® Francke further argued for a reinterpretation of the use of sensationalism:

"Aguilar Plata, "ElImparcial" p. 84.
"Ibid., pp. 92-94.
^''Lucila E. Flamand Rodriguez, "Sensacionalismo periodi'stico," Master's thesis,
Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, 1963, p. 11.
"Ibid.
^^Warren Francke, "An Argument in Defense of Sensationalism: Probing the
Popular and Historiographical Concept," Journalism History 5:3 (1978): 72. Journalism
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If physical, sensory and emotional materials are emphasized by journalists,
they risk the charge of sensationalism. But, without these elements, the
risk is a dry, lifeless journalism that talks only to the intellectual angels.^'
Reyes Spindola understood this and since his purpose was to be informative and
reach the masses, more sensational reporting and writing became the method of attaining
that goal. An example of such sensationalism in El Imparcial was a story with
illustrations that appeared m 1900 about Manuel Gonzalez ("El Garbanzo"), wanted for
highway banditry and stealing $50,000 pesos from stage coaches.^* Another example was
the page-one story in 1906 with the headline: "Horrible Murder ~ Macabre Scene" about
a twenty-two-year-old man from Albany, New York who killed his mother "in the manner
most repugnant."®' Borrowing from North American practices, his newspapers also
launched crusades against perceived problems in society. As one scholar pointed out,
however, these crusades were neither real nor profound in terms of effecting actual
change.^ News coverage was generally sensational, acritical and superficial, all of which
corresponded to govenunent expectations of the press. Reyes Spindola was always

historians mark peak periods of sensationalism in U.S. journalism: the Penny Press of the
1830s, the Yellow Press of the 1890s and the tabloids of the 1920s, but Francke argues
that while peaks existed, no valleys have occurred in sensationalism's long history. Ibid.,
p. 73
"Ibid., p. 73.
Imparcial, Jime 22, 1900.
®'Ibid., January 9, 1906.
^''Aguilar Plata, "ElImparcial" p. 95.
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careful to play his political cards on the right side.®'
What also set El Imparcial apart from other capital newspapers was its intended
audience. Reyes Spmdola claimed "my newspaper writes for the cooks," in reference to
its intent to reach the masses. As many of his critics pointed out, most cooks in Mexico
at the time could not read. Some scholars credit Reyes Spmdola and El Imparcial with
improving literacy rates in Mexico, claiming it "was the first newspaper that taught the
Mexican people to read."" The goveniment itself justified its continued financial support
of El Imparcial by claiming the newspaper helped improve literacy." While those claims
are a bit exaggerated, it is true that the writing style was intended for the working classes
and at one centavo per issue, it was more financially accessible for many more people
than the dailies that charged six centavos per issue.
Reyes Spmdola's attempt to reach the masses distanced El Imparcial from
traditional journalism, steeped in intellectual as well as polemical arguments about
politics. It did not eliminate politics nor the political editorial, but merely pushed them
to the side so that news could take center stage. Tied to this shift was Reyes Spmdola's
promotion of the reporter's role. If news was to play a central role in the press, then its
heralders also had to be elevated in their importance to the newspaper's organization.

®'Ibid., pp. 95-97.
"Lepidus, "Historia," p. 449.
®^Gonzalez Navarro, Elporfiriato — la vida social, p. 678.
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Reyes Spmdola is credited with forming and training a group of reporters that went on to
work on the most important national newspapers of this century, including Excelsior, El
Universal and Novedades.^
El Imparcial experienced dramatic growth in its circulation during its heyday,
from about 33,000 per day in 1897 to almost 117,000 in 1908. These figures were
published in El Imparcial, which kept a daily accounting of its circulation." Such selfpromotion was another iimovation that Reyes Spmdola employed to promote his
newspapers. For example, both El Imparcial and El Mundo boasted that they were "the
only Mexican newspapers that receive the complete service of the Associated Press of
New York.'"^ El Imparcial usually carried a house ad promoting El Mundo and vice
versa. Additionally, it sought other means to increase circulation. For example, in 1899
El Imparcial began publishing a separate Sunday supplement for one centavo. The first
issue contained illustrations of women in the National Theater, a story of women's
fashions, a history of the automobile, a story about what happens during sleep, a story
about palm-reading in India and a story about the latest cure for tuberculosis." All these
stories were of a general entertainment quality, some designed for the "gente decente,"

®^Aguilar Plata, "El Imparcial," pp. 93-95.
"On April 1, 1897 El Imparcial published 33,176 copies and on March 16, 1908,
116,938 were printed.
^El Imparcial, July 10, 1897.
"Ibid., October 15, 1899.
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and some to reach a more general audience.

Reyes Spindola's Critics
Porfirian newspapers carried on a long tradition of criticizing each other, but the
emergence of El Imparcial and El Mundo brought this antagonism to a new level. As
heavily subsidized newspapers, these two became the target of animadversion by the
other capital newspapers, includmg both opposition and traditionally pro-government
periodicals. In fact, Reyes Spindola's dailies caught criticism from all sides: from the
conservative, pro-church newspapers to the liberal, independent dailies to even those who
usually supported Diaz, like La Patria.
Even before it began publishing. El Imparcial was seen by the capital press as a
"necessary evil and inevitable." One scholar claimed that these critics were more alarmed
that the newspaper would be sold for one centavo rather than it was governmentsponsored.®* The fear was based more on economic realities than on ethical ones. It was
not the first Mexican newspaper to sell for one centavo. The independent El Monitor^"^
(later El Monitor del Pueblo) began selling for one centavo in 1885. As part of the
prensa pequena (little press), it was known for its sensational news stories. Named
because of its small size, usually six inches by nine inches. El Monitor carried local and

®^AguilarPlata, "ElImparcial" pp. 89-90.
®^ot to be confused with El Monitor Republicano.
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international news, poetry and other articles with editorials usually on the inside. It
ceased publication in 1893.™ Another one-centavo, pre-£/ Imparcial newspaper. El
Noticioso, began publishing in 1894. As a prensa pequena, it too focused on sensational
news. Directed by Angel Pola, one of Mexico's first noted reporters. El Noticioso lasted
until 1897. Even though these one-centavo periodicals appeared first. El Imparcial was
the first full-sized newspaper to sell for the low price, and that is what frightened the
other big dailies, which generally sold for six centavos per issue. Yet, the fact that El
Imparcial and El Mmdo were subsidized became the basis of criticism by the other
newspapers.
The other tangible fear was that the government's support of Reyes Spfndola's
publishing empire reflected a fimdamental shift in how the Porfirian regime supported
newspapers. Instead of spreading government largess among different newspapers, the
bulk went to one publisher. Those newspapers that lost their financial backing from the
government ~ such as El Partido Liberal and El Siglo XIX ~ were forced to close. But El
Imparcial forced the closure of other old-style, independent dailies as well. They either
could not or would not compete with the sensational stories or the low price that
characterized El Imparcial. The most noted example was the closure of the venerable,
liberal independent El Monitor Republicano. Despite its prestige and high quality. El

™An example of its sensationalism is the story and illustrations it ran about the
death of General Jose Ceballos, the govemor of the Federal District. Accompanying the
article was in illustration of a body lying on a bed with a caption that read: "The body
after embalming." El Monitor del Pueblo, April 21, 1893.

110

Monitor Republicano lost readership to sensationalism. As the guardian of the old liberal
order, El Monitor Republicano viewed sensationalism as a sacrilege. Furthermore, the
changes in the physical make-up of the newspaper, most specifically the introduction of
advertisement throughout the paper firom its traditional place on page four (the last page)
and away from the editorial material, was an anathema to the old guard. El Monitor
Republicano chose to close on December 31,1896, rather than ceding to the new way."
Others, however, continued to fight.
Criticisms were generally made in the context of factual errors El Imparcial or El
Mundo made. For example, the conservative, pro-church press regularly took El
Imparcial to task for its mistakes in fact or judgment. El Tiempo began one such story
with: "Frequently we are rectifying in the columns of El Tiempo false news that, almost
daily, [El Imparcial] publishes . .

In another example, the pro-Catholic daily El

Pais claimed El Imparcial's coverage of a factory fire was false and mislead the public
about the factory's owner. Such inaccurate coverage dismayed El Pais since El Imparcial
had a greater responsibility to the Mexican citizenry because it received "an abundant
subsidy to give true information."" A week later. El Pais again chastised El Imparcial
for claiming a story it ran on the eclipse of the sun was an exclusive and written expressly

''See a story about the closure of El Monitor Republicano written by Angel Pola
in El Universal, August 16,1942.
^El Tiempo, January 19, 1900.
'^ElPais,]\mt 17, 1900.
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for it when in fact the article was first published in a Madrid newspaper. Furthermore,
the article stated that anyone who doubted this could visit the office of El Pais to see the
Madrid article/'*
Not to be outdone by the conservative faction, the liberal independent press also
regularly found fault with Reyes Spmdola's dailies. "The Lies of El Imparcial"^^ was a
common headline among liberal and other newspapers. Using a touch of irony,
Regeneracion used El Imparcial to call for an end to government press subsidies. In a
story titled "Semi-ofBcial attacks," the fiery weeidy called El Imparcial a "semi-official
newspaper, that is neither Mexican nor foreign, neither liberal nor conservative, but a
paper replete of coarse praises and clumsy flattery."^® Regeneracion quoted an article that
appeared in El Imparcial about an anonymous individual who had been jailed twentythree times for robbery and fraud and each time was released absolved of any crime.
Regeneracion viewed this article as an obvious attack on the judicial system, i.e. the
government. While "we are happy that the semi-official paper is in accord with us to
attack the very bad administration of justice," Regeneracion counseled the government
not to support newspapers that served to discredit it."
In another example. El Colmillo Publico chastised El Imparcial and El Mundo for
^'•ibid., June 23,1900.
^^Diario del Hogar, October 5,1910.
^^Regeneracion, January 31, 1901.
"Ibid.
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claiming that a free press existed in Mexico even though numerous journalists were
incarcerated. Freedom of the press was proclaimed by the government to encourage
foreign investment, but in reality it did not exist. The government used El Imparcial and
El Mundo to substantiate this claim of press freedom, which "since their birth have been
more than free to bother anybody except the government."™
The humor press also brought its own unique criticism of El Imparcial and other
subsidized periodicals. In a mocking knock at El Imparcial's daily assertion of its
growing circulation, Fregoli carried a short tongue-in-cheek article about its own
circulation titled "Yesterday's Number of Issues . . . 1,384,912 copies." The copies
were distributed in the following manner; 47,891 were given to friends, 382,414 were
sold in delicatessens, 597,315 were gnawed by rats, 314,671 and one half were used for
"intimate" purposes (an allusion to toilet paper), 42,618 were for "the governors that
honored us with their friendship and inclusive subsidy," two were sold to the public and
the remaining one-half was used to wrap-up a round steak.^'
A ftill-page caricature that appeared in El Ahuizote Jacobino in 1904 provides
perhaps one of the most telling commentaries on subsidies and Reyes Spmdola's use of
them. The caricature is of Reyes Spfndola as a contortionist, carefully and precariously
balanced on a high wire supported by two poles; one is marked "Imparcial" and the other

^^El Colmillo Publico, June 17, 1906.
'''Fregoli, July 4, 1897.
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"Mundo." The wire is tied to a bag labeled "Subsidy" and the weight of the bag and the
tautness of the wire are controlled by an anonymous hand (the government). The caption
simple reads: "Difficult contortions."^" In this example the opposition press unmasks the
flmdamental truth about the subsidized press. Indeed, Reyes Spmdola was forced to walk
a tight rope between providing the public service that his papers claimed to provide while
not crossing that line that would put it at odds with its benefactor. Reyes Spmdola,
however, became an expert at the game, even though he continued to receive criticism
from his fellow journalists.
Without a doubt the most vicious attacks on Reyes Spmdola and his newspapers
came in their early years from La Patria. The attacks became so intense, that several
newspapers reported that Reyes Spmdola had solicited the intervention of the Secretary of
Gobemacion to stop the assaults.*' Founded in 1877 by Ireneo Paz, La Patria was a
liberal newspaper that remained a staunch supporter of Dfaz until the end when its anticorralista views landed Paz in jail.*" La Patria's campaign against both Reyes Spmdola's
newspapers began shortly after El Imparcial began publication in September 1896. For
three months in the fall of 1896, La Patria carried on a relentless campaign against Reyes
Spmdola and his two subsidized dailies — El Imparcial and El Mundo — in a series of

Ahuizote Jacobino, March 13, 1904.
^^Diario del Hogar, November 3, 1896.
*^Lepidus, "Historia," p. 434.
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page-one editorials. A total of twelve page-one editorials appeared in La Patria from
September through November of 1896 in which La Patria excoriated El Mundo (the term
used by La Patria for both dailies because "we judge [them] as a single newspaper"*^).
As a supporter of Diaz and his regime, Paz and his editors saw these two new subsidized
newspapers as unnecessary and useless because "the march of the Government, ... has
been tranquil, and its acts, . . . have deserved, even in some cases, the applause of the
opposition press."" This editorial continued: "The Government, consequently, does not
need a new defender in the press, much less one that will cost so much and will provide
such a bad service."*^
La Patria's major criticism against Reyes Spfndola and his newspapers were their
emphasis on news over politics. Paz believed that this new journalistic style made it
impossible to discern a newspaper's political slant, and thus was a disservice to the reader.
Previously, pro-government newspapers openly defended the government's causes and
were rewarded for such convictions. Paz's vehement opposition to Reyes Spindola's
newspapers reflected his fear that the political clout he and his old-style counterparts in
the press enjoyed was slipping away along with the financial support these traditional
pro-government newspapers received from the government.

"Za Patria, September 30,1896.
""Ibid., October 26,1896.
'nhid.
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La Patria criticized Reyes Spmdola for making politics irrelevant or at least not as
important as it had previously been. For example, in an article in El Mundo under a
large-type headline "The Great Inconsequential Politics of Gen. Diaz," La Patria
editorialized:
This very disrespectful title [headline] never appeared in the colunms of
Partido Liberal nor of Siglo XIX, dailies that were sincerely friends and
supporters of the glorious caudillo of the revolution of Tuxtepec, for two
reasons: first, because they always spoke of their leader with profound
veneration, and the other, because never did they believe that politics was
inconsequential. Able writers like those that edited those newspapers
could not fall into a gross company like.. .El Mundo has fallen into,
because El Mundo, until now, has not discovered its complete face; is it a
friend? is it a hidden enemy of the administration?*®
What Paz and his editors did not understand or failed to discuss was that Diaz
wanted the national press to shift away from politics. The multi-termed president did not
need the strong, political press to support him if he could ensure an apolitical press. Di'az
was pleased that El Imparcial and El Mundo pushed politics off the front page and buried
it somewhere inside. In the end, Dfaz politically benefitted from his subsidies to Reyes
Spfndola in more ways than one. In exchange for providing the funds that allowed for a
newspaper to reach the masses, Dfaz received assurance that his administration would be
protected if not openly venerated. And, while he might not be able to rid himself
completely of the opposition press, he could at least force it to compete against his
subsidized newspapers and, in the process, lessen the political vitriolics. Official pressure

*®lbid., November 4,1896.
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on La Patria to cease its attacks took effect in late November of 1896.®' Criticism of
Reyes Spmdola continued, but not on the same scale nor with the lengthy page-one
editorials.^*
Other pro-government newspapers criticized El Imparcial and El Mundo as well.
For example. El Universal, which had received subsidies itself, reported on the additional
perquisites those two newspapers received from the government. In addition to the
$52,000 pesos annually from the federal government. El Universal reported the two
newspapers received a $100 peso subsidy from each of the state governors, free telegraph
and mail service, duty-free news print from the United States, free collaborations with
various deputies and government employees and official protection. El Universal asked:
"With these numerous elements . . . will El Imparcial defeat the independent press?""
By 1901 El Universal proudly advertised itself as receiving no government subsidies.'"
And, if Diaz's supporters looked to El Imparcial for the regime's version of events
during the early years of the Mexican Revolution, his critics vilified the powerfiil daily.
A pro-revolutionary press release from a group calling itself "The Voice of the Mexican
People" attests to the pro-Di'az stance of El Imparcial. The statement began by claiming
that contrary to "the constant and false information of Imparcial," the fighting had
®'The last page-one editorial appeared in La Patria, November 24, 1896.
**For example, see La Patria, January 12,1898, "What does El Mundo serve?"
*'£/ Universal, November 5, 1896.
'°Ibid., September 24, 1901.
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intensified and was daily "costing blood, money and prestige to the Mexican
people,..
Reyes Spmdola defended the government press, claiming that its readers were
volimtary. Furthermore, he believed the journalist's responsibility should be to the public
and not to a cause. Regarding the relationship between the goverrmient and the press, an
article in El Mundo summed up its interpretation:
Obviously to defend a bad government is impossible and only results in a
privilege of indignity for what is intended. But to defend a good
government is the obligation of all honorable citizens; a government is the
organ most noble of a civilized society ... But what guides us: a good
government [emphasis El Mundo] also commits many errors, true, but
those errors are not defended, they are discussed, rectified and corrected.'^
Reyes Spmdola knew exactly how to play his political cards within the Di'az
regime, a lesson he learned while editing El Universal. In 1890, Reyes Spmdola felt
incumbent to explain in a seven-page letter his position to the president after being called
on the carpet by the Secretary of Gobemacion for various anti-govenmient stories
recently published in El Universal. In his explanation to Di'az, Reyes Spmdola explained
that the newspaper had published a story about small faults [emphasis Reyes Spmdola's]
made by various judges, "faults that in my judgment do not cause nor discredit the

"Circular, February 21,1911, CPD, #2882, R. 280.
^'El Mundo, October 17,1896.
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Government much."'^ He continued by stating that El Universal, "newspaper of the
Government [emphasis Reyes Spmdola's] has been occupied with tenacity in criticizing
the bad routines, and I repeat that in my judgment, without any attempt to prejudice the
prestige of the Government."'^ He concluded that it would be a shame for El Universal to
loose its connections to the government, but he would turn over the newspaper to
whomever Di'az chose: "The newspaper is yours ... I am not a conquered friend of the
opposing camp, Sir, I am your friend ... in my conduct 1 have manifested errors of my
appointment, but never of disloyalty."'^
With El Universal, Reyes Spmdola learned his lessons about subsidization. By
down playing or even ignoring politics, Reyes Spmdola eliminated his biggest problem.
By focusing on providing information, he no longer had to worry about offending his
patron. In the end, Diaz's subsidization of El Imparcial was not enough to keep the old
dictator in power. The revolutionary fervor that became the cry of the opposition press
was too strong. Diaz's subsidies did, however, effect a significant change in Mexican
journalism. They paid for and ensured the transformation from the political polemics of
the nineteenth-century newspaper to the information newspaper of the twentieth century.
Reyes Spmdola and his newspapers remained loyal to Di'az, even after

"Reyes Spmdola to Di'az, Mexico City, August 23, 1890, CPD, #9905-9911, R.
61.

'"Ibid.
'^bid.
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circumstances forced the old dictator into exile.®® Ironically, one scholar has argued that
following the fall of Di'az, El Imparcial became the leading conservative critic of
Francisco I. Madero, and the leading opposition newspaper in the capital." Reyes
Spfndola retired from journalism in 1912; he died in Mexico City in 1922.'* His legacy to
Mexican journalism can be found today on the pages of the country's leading newspapers.

'®Reyes Spmdola to Diaz, Barcelona, Spain, February 11,1912, CPD, #9780, R.
283.
''Ariel Rodriguez Kuri, "El discurso del miedo: El Imparcial y Francisco I.
Madero," Historia Mexicana 40:4 (1991): 697-740.
'^ErceV^/or, January 13, 1947.
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Chapter 4
Mexico City Newspapers: Discourse and Discord
Is unity possible among [capital newspapers]? Logic and experience tell us no.
El Hijo del Ahuizote, November 8,1891

The press in Mexico City was a dynamic force during the Porfirian years.
Moreover, capital journalists and their respective newspapers did not exist in a vacuum.
Their world was predicated on their abilities to be active voices in Mexican society and
not merely chroniclers of events. Much of this pro-active characteristic stems from the
political role newspapers played in Mexico during the nineteenth century. And, while the
transformation of Mexican journalism shifted content from political editorials to news
and information, the centrality of newspapers as significant and, at times, determinative
agents in society continued.
Whether independent or pro-government, all Mexico City newspapers during the
era operated on two different levels and participated in two distinct dialogues. First, and
perhaps most obvious, was the dialogue between the newspaper and its readers.
Newspapers took this relationship seriously, which is reflected not only in the types of
stories a newspaper carried but also the maimer and language it used in conveying such
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information.' The second dialogue existed among newspapers. While it manifested itself
in written form, it can also be seen in the failed attempts to form a professional
organization to represent the press as a single, institutional voice in society. The inherent
contentiousness within the Porfirian press made this goal impossible. The bellicose
nature even led to several duels between journalists.
These two identifiable levels of discourse serve as defining elements of the
Porfirian press. Each discourse was not present at all times, but on occasion both
operated simultaneously. Their separate and collective efforts paint a multi-faceted role
for the press as a unique and complex agent in Mexican society. Moreover, their
illumination provides a significant portrait of that society. This chapter will first examine
the attempt to create a professional journalists' association and second it will explore the
interchange among Porfirian newspapers in Mexico City.
La Prensa Asociada
As early as 1872, Mexico City newspapers attempted to form an organization that
would represent the collective interests of the press. Because of the fundamental
differences inherent in the Porfirian press — where newspapers were either progovernment or independent, either liberal or conservative ~ such a goal proved
unpossible, but not for lack of trying. In fact, the Porfirian years saw two attempts to
create an organization for the Mexico City press. Both the first {La Prensa Asociada) and

'This dialogue will be examined at length in the following chapter that looks at
the social and philosophical issues Porfirian newspapers addressed.
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the short-lived second {La Prensa Unida) failed to attain such a goal.
Mexico's first journalism organization — Asociacion Mexicana de la Prensa —
was foimded in 1872 by noted writer Jose Maria Vigil.- Its principal purpose was to
ensure the independence of the press firom intervention by political authorities. The
group was doomed to fail because divisions within the press — primarily between
conservative and liberal — were too great and, ironically, it was the acrimonious divisions
that prompted the government intervention in the first place. A second, short-lived group
was founded by Justo Sierra in 1875 that called for the government protection of the
national paper industry. Even though all newspapers faced the same problem of lack of
paper, the group suspended its activities two months later.^
In 1884, Ramon Elices Montes of El Siglo XIXrevived the idea of a journalist
organization to represent the interests of the press, and in early 1885, capital joumalists
formed La Prensa Asociada de Mexico* What prompted the move was a belief by many
joumalists that an organization was needed to protect the honor of the profession and to
settle peacefully differences between joumalists that too often were solved by duels.
No less than ten recorded duels were fought during the Porfiriato over issues of

^Camarillo Carbajal, El sindicato de periodistas, p. 32. Tracing the history of
these early organizations is limited to published news accounts because no extant records
before 1949 are available. Ibid., p. 9.
^Ibid., pp. 32-36.
'Ibid., pp. 36-38.
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journalistic honor.® The problem reached such epidemic proportions that one newspaper
referred to the situation as "duelmania."® Probably the most famous duel occurred
between Ireneo Paz, editor and owner of La Patria, and Santiago Sierra, editor of La
Libertad and brother of Justo. Within the editorials of both newspapers the two
journalists maintained a constant debate that at times was of "a violent nature." The
acrimony came to a head after Sierra referred to Paz as "A meanness that is called Ireneo
Paz," in a headline in the April 25,1880, edition of La Libertad. The duel, using pistols,
occurred on April 28 in the Mexico City neighborhood of Tlalnepantla and resulted in
Sierra's death.^
For many, duels symbolized the "old" Mexico and contravened the very essence
of a modernizing Mexico. The concept of dueling, with its medieval roots, was closely
tied to notions of honor. During Mexico's colonial period it was the purview of the
aristocracy where a man's honor was his central identity, and duels were the means to
preserve that identity. By the nineteenth century, the duel and its link to honor had

^No doubt others were fought but not recorded in newspapers or other places of
record. For example, it was reported that Rafael Reyes Spfndola several times fought
duels with his "implacable enemies." See Excelsior, January 13,1947. For recorded
duels, see Angel Escudero, El duelo en Mexico (Mexico: Imprenta Mundial, 1936), pp.
100, 128-129, 175-178,184-187,222-225; Diario delHogar, June 4, 1887; El Tiempo,
June 5, 1887; El Universal, April 2, 1893; El Democrata, September 10, 1895; andZa
Pa/r/a, November 5, 1896.
^El Monitor (del Pueblo), August 15,1889.
^See Escudero, El duelo, p. 100, and Camarillo Carbajal, El sindicato de
periodistas, pp. 36-37, n. 8.
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filtered down to the middle sectors of society.^ Efforts by journalists to cease this archaic
form of conflict resolution mirrored the general Porfirian efforts to make Mexico more
modem and more civilized.
High expectations for the Prensa Asociada as a professional organization
representing philosophical issues of the press were reflected in its early efforts, reported
by several newspapers. These early Prensa Asociada initiatives reflected concerns about
abuses suffered by the press and journalists. For example, in March of 1885 the Prensa
Asociada called on the government to investigate the slaying of Luis Gonzalez, editor of
El Explorador in Morelia. The association also collected money firom its members for
Gonzalez's family.' Another early issue that appeared to unite the capital journalists
concerned the issue of newsprint. The problem of attaining sufBcient and quality paper
had been a problem since the early colonial period. The Prensa Asociada called for the
right to use foreign newsprint because it was cheaper and of better quality than the paper
produced in Mexico.'" While the organization's influence is unclear, Mexico

*In her study of the duel, Ute Frevert wrote: "Duels were duels of honour in
which the participants engaged for the purpose of demonstrating their sense of honour
rather than for the purpose of achieving a definite result. It mattered not who was the
fastest on the draw, or who dealt the most powerful blows of the sabre; all that counted
was the fact that the two opponents braved a possibly fatal encovmter, thus demonstrating
that they placed greater value upon their 'honour' than upon their lives." See Ute Frevert,
Men of Honour: A Social and Cultural History of the Duel, trans, by Anthony Williams
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), pp. 3-8.
'See Diario del Hogar, March 5,1885, and El Correo del Lunes, May 4,1885.
^°El Correo del Lunes, April 20,1885.
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experienced a dramatic increase in paper imports. In 1888, Mexico imported twenty-six
metric tons of printing paper at a cost of $52,346 pesos. By 1907 — the highest year for
imports — 1,140 metric tons were imported at a cost of $774,862 pesos." [See Table 2]
Journalistic camaraderie was another elusive goal promoted by the Prensa
Asociada. It portrayed itself as a paragon of journalism firatemity among the capital
journalists. In a description of an early meeting, one report described the meeting as:
The fraternity of the press is realized almost every time [the group meets].
One can read the animated and happy faces of all members who listen to
each other with true friendship. There are journalists of all colors, politics
and religions that forget for a moment their beliefs and politics, opening
up a way for brotherhood. Here an editor of La Voz de Mexico [a
conservative newspaper], amiably converses with an editor of El Socialista
[a liberal paper] and with the director of El Correo de las Doce [a progovernment paper] . .
This camaraderie was further promoted through the organization's own publication. La
Prensa Asociada}'
While the organization attempted to be apolitical in its weekly meetings," these
efforts at collegiality proved to be short-lived. The first signs of dissention occurred in

Estadisticas Economicas del Porfiriato, p. 215.
'-£/ Monitor (del Pueblo), April 22,1885.
'^I encountered several references to this publication, but never discovered any
extant copies in the archives in Mexico City. See El Monitor (del Pueblo), May 14, 1885;
El Correo de Las Doce, June 21, July 5 and December 3,1885.
'"^Camarillo Carbajal, El sindicato de periodistas, p. 40.
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Table 2
Mexican Imports of Printing Paper. 1888-1911, from Estadisticas Economicas. p. 215
Years

Quantity - Metric tons

Cost in Pesos

1888-89

26

$52,346

1889-90

33.4

$54,628

1890-91

—

—

1891-92

—

—

1892-93

90.7

$91,695

1893-94

130.8

$109,211

1894-95

90.8

$85,978

1895-96

155.6

$122,015

1896-97

181.2

$132,924

1897-98

197.6

$152,285

1898-99

382.7

$205,122

1899-00

431.2

$248,852

1900-01

288.8

$213,231

1901-02

277.6

$226,804

1902-03

388.5

$273,215

1903-04

389.9

$280,479

1904-05

571.8

$304,216

1905-06

626.3

$607,849

1906-07

1,040.3

$728,965

1907-08

1,104.1

$774,862

1908-09

—

—

1909-10

862.9

$523,854

1910-11

974.3

$797,603
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July of 1885. During that sximmer, students and several liberal journalists protested the
government's plan to reduce the country's foreign debt. On June 22, 1885, a law was
passed allowing the federal government to establish in London an agency to oversee the
liquidation and conversion of all of Mexico's outstanding foreign debts.'^ While
supporters said the plan would "facilitate the introduction of foreign merchandise,"'®
critics said the payment schedule increased the financial burden on the nation and was
excessively humiliating to the Mexican people."
The protest was led by university students and two liberal newspapers. Heading
the charge was Enrique Chavarri, who wrote for El Monitor Republicano imder the name
"Juvenal." He compared the Di'az government's action in this matter to "noxious leeches
that are sucking like vampires what little there is in the public treasury."'^ As a result of
such protests, Chavarri, Adolfo Carrillo (editor of El Correo del Lunes) and a number of
students were charged with sedition and incarcerated in Belen."
The protest clearly split the press and the Prensa Asociada. El Correo de Las

'^Cosio Villegas, Elporfiriato ~ la vida econdmica, pp. 892-893..
Correo de Las Doce, July 2, 1885.
'^See flyer titled "Al Pueblo jProtesta!," Mexico, July 3,1885, and signed by
"Various Students," located in the firont of El Monitor Republicano, July 2,1885, in the
Hemeroteca Nacional, Mexico City.
El Monitor Republicano, July 3,1885.
"See El Monitor Republicano, July 7, 8 and 9, 1885; La Voz de Mexico, July 7,
1885; and El Tiempo, July 8,9 and 10, 1885.
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Doce, a pro-government paper, charged the newspapers that supported the protest with
printing "subversive lies," and labeled the student protestors as victims of youth and
immaturity.-® On the other hand, the independent conservative La Voz de Mexico
criticized the government's reaction to the protest: "Those methods of violence
[imprisonment] only served to exacerbate the situation and to elevate the defense of the
detained. The public sympathies are on the side of the victims of truth and
justice . .
In an attempt to quell the growing animosity among capital newspapers, the progovernment El Correo de Las Doce, in one of its English-language articles, called on its
fellow newspapers to cease the verbal warfare in an attempt to stave off possible physical
warfare:
Lately there have been several discussions going on between various
contemporaries of this capital. We are sorry to notice that some of these
discussions are being conducted with a deal of acrimony. We hope that
this may not continue. Newspaper warfare is a kind of wordy combat,
which when carried on with rancor and acrimony can lead to no good
results. Injimes, insults or personalities do not prove anything, and do not
aid any cause. The only thing attained by the employment of such
weapons is the giving of an opportunity or an excuse for an antagonist to
avail himself of the like means of defense and attack. We hope therefore
that our esteemed contemporaries may lay aside those objectionable arms,
and may take up instead the weapons of common-sense, reason and sound
argtiment in defense of the cause that they may advocate.^

-°See El Correo de Las Doce, July 7 and 9, 1885.
-^La Voz de Mexico, July 8,1885.
^El Correo de Las Doce, June 25,1885.
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Just as the incident divided the pro-government press from the independent
newspapers a similar division occurred within the Prensa Asociada. The independent
members called on the Prensa Asociada to come to the defense of the jailed Carrillo and
Chavarri.^ And, when the organization failed to respond, two liberal joumalists, Jose de
Gandarra y Velasco and Adrian de Garay, called on members to renounce their
membership.-'* The pleas were met with silence and inaction by the Association's
leadership. One reason it took no action was that several of its officers and members
were touring the United States during the incident, visiting St. Louis, Chicago,
Minneapolis and Topeka, Kansas.^
This inaction caused the independent press ~ both liberal and conservative ~ to
criticize the Prensa Asociada, foreshadowing the future impotence of the organization and
its efforts to provide a united front when the rights of the press were being trampled. El
Monitor Republicano reported: "While the major part of the joumalists are prisoners and
threatened by who knows how many things, the Prensa Asociada thinks it is at a new
fraternal banquet [with its U.S. counterparts] . . . jOh fraternity, much indigestion is
produced in your name!"-® And, the conservative £/T/empo wrote: "The Prensa
Asociada does not know that some joumalists are prisoners, it only met to go to the
^El Monitor (del Pueblo), July 11,1885.
*d., July 12, 1885.
"£/ Correo de Las Doce, June 17 and 18,1885.
^^El Monitor Republicano, July 11,1885.
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United States to have lunch.""
By July 28, most of the students were freed."® The convictions of Chavarri,
Carrillo and the remaining students were upheld and they remained in jail for several
months.^ While the Prensa Asociada did nothing, others took action. For example, 384
women petitioned Diaz to free the prisoners, calling the incarcerated journalists
"champions of liberty, . . . rights that are indispensable . . . to the social machine."^®
Diaz, responding in his usual way to such matters, told the women that he could not do
anything as this was a judicial matter and not an executive one.^' In another attempt to
free the journalist, members of the capital press unsuccessfully campaigned for the
prisoners' release in commemoration of the Independence Day celebration in mid
September of 1885.^This early crisis, however, set the tone for the Prensa Asociada's role as a largely
ineffective and passive organization. The organization's top leadership comprised

"£/ Tiempo, July 10,1885.
-^El Monitor Republicano, July 21 and 28,1885.
^'Ibid., Augxist 18,1885.
^°See petition to Diaz, signed by 384 women, no date, CPD, #6895, R. 16. These
women claimed a moral authority in their request for clemency for the journalists and
students: "Don't forget that women are a symbol of peace in the lamentable struggle of
existence; in our very weakness lies our strength." Ibid.
^'Diaz to Maria C. del Fulcheri, Mexico City, July 30,1885, CPD #6974, R. 16.
^~El Monitor (del Pueblo), September 16, 1885.
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primarily pro-government journalists. Independent editors and reporters served as
officers in the Prensa Asociada, but not in the top positions. In fact, the organization was
dominated by Ireneo Paz, editor of La Patria, throughout its entire existence. Moreover,
the Prensa Asociada maintained close ties to PorjBrio Diaz, inviting him to a Prensa
Asociada banquet," soliciting employment of a Prensa Asociada member in the
government^"* and sponsoring a testimonial album to honor Dfaz in 1888-1889.^^ Di'az
retumed the favor by helping pay for a Prensa Asociada function in 1890.^®
Paz served as the organization's president from about 1886 until 1891 when a
change in die Prensa Asociada bylaws prohibited reelection of its leaders.^' The
presidency was turned over to Apolinar Castillo, another pro-government editor. It
appears the two exchanged the position regularly throughout the next several years.^®
Although it contributed little to resolving the burning journalistic issues of the
day, to its credit, the Prensa Asociada did accomplish several things for the betterment of

"Agustin Arroyo de Anda to Di'az, Mexico City, August 17, 1886, CPD, #8857,
R. 25.
Arroyo de Anda to Diaz, Mexico City, September 23,1886, CPD, #9836, R. 26.
"See "Prensa Asociada de Mexico. Album testimonial de autografos," Mexico
City, 1888-1889, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
^®See receipt for a Prensa Asociada function made out to Porfirio Diaz, Mexico
City, January 3, 1890, CPD, #27, R. 55.
"£/ Hijo del Ahuizote, September 13,1891, and Camarillo Carbajal, Elsindicato
de periodistas, p. 39.
^*Se La Patria, January 3,1893, and January 16, 1898.

132

the profession. It compiled statistics about the profession, participated in the World
Exhibition in Chicago in 1893 and discussed the establishment of a school of
journalism.^' And, while it may have failed to act in behalf of press rights, it did
represent itself as the voice of capital journalism. For example, the Prensa Asociada sent
a delegation of its members to attend the funeral of Vicente Garcia Torres, the noted
editor and founder of El Monitor Republicano, in 1894.''°
The independent and oppositional press, however, were vocal in criticizing the
evident partisanship the Prensa Asociada leaders evidenced toward the government. For
example, El Democrata in 1895 openly called several Prensa Asociada leaders defenders
of the government."" Since the impotence of the association was apparent, the
independent press promoted an alternative to the Prensa Asociada to address the judicial
system's arbitrariness on matters of press denunciations. The independent Gil Bias
proposed a Tribunal of Honor that would determine whether a denunciation was justified.
Because press denimciations had reached Ihe level of a "social epidemic," ElNoticioso
supported the idea and even recommended the membership of the tribunal be comprised
of the directors of El Monitor Republicano, La Voz de Mexico and The Mexican

"See Diario del Hogar, May 28,1891; Za Patria, February 2, 1893; and El
Monitor (del Pueblo), April 20, 1893.
•*°Martha Celis de la Cruz and Guillermo Ceron, "El Monitor Republicano,"
Boletin del Instituto de Investigaciones Bibliogrdficas 6 (1992): 48.
Democrata, January 15,1895.
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Financier. El Noticioso said such an organization was necessary to maintain "the dignity
and personal honor of the editorial staff, the good name of their respective newspapers
and the prestige of the Mexican press.The idea never saw fruition.
By the turn of the century, a reorganization of the Prensa Asociada was
considered,'*^ but nothing was accomplished until 1908 when Paz created the "Prensa
Unida de Mexico.'"" The purpose of the new organization was to create a union of
newspapers rather than an organization dedicated to joumalists. Its ambitious plans
called for the establishment of savings accounts, a pawn shop and cemetery for its
members."*^ The close ties to the government remained, however, as Diaz was the
honored guest at the organization's inauguration in February 1908."'® Moreover, its top
officers were pro-government joumalists."
Creation of an organization to represent impartially the interests of the press
proved an impossible task. The diversity and intransigent principles inherent in Mexico
City newspapers doomed those noble attempts to failure, as those fundamental
differences proved too great an obstacle. As El Hijo del Ahuizote pointed out in an 1891

El Noticioso, December 12,1894.
''^^El Universal, November 1,1901.
*^La Voz de Mexico, January 19,1908.
''^Camarillo Carbajal, El sindicato de periodistas, pp. 42-44.
"^See La Voz de Mexico, February 6 and 9,1908.
"See La Voz de Mexico, January 19,1908, and December 28, 1909.
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article: "Is unity possible among [capital newspapers]? Logic and experience tell us

The Internal Dialogue
Although attempts to institutionalize press relations failed, the press in Mexico
City interacted in many informal ways. On occasion these interrelations were very
cordial, on other occasions openly acrimonious. Capital newspapers often extended
professional courtesies to their rivals by recognizing each other's armiversaries and
milestones. For example, the pro-government La Patria congratulated the progovemment La Prensa on its eighth year of publishing in ISSS.'*' Another common
journalistic custom was to publish well wishes for ill journalists, as when in 1891

Hijo

del Ahiiizote expressed its desire for the improved health of Trinidad Sanchez Santos,
then editing El Heraldo.^° Likewise, Diario del Hogar ran a story about several
newspapers that wished a speedy recovery to an ailing Filomeno Mata. Among those
well wishers were the independent El Monitor Republicano, and the pro-govemment La
Patria and El Mundo}^ Such recognitions reflected a general respect among fellow
journalists, but only at a superficial level. The collegiality broke down when politics or
*^El Hijo del Ahuizote, November 8,1891.
*^La Prensa, January 3, 1885.
Hijo del Ahiiizote, February 8,1891.
Diario del Hogar, October 17, 1896.
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philosophy was at issue.
Oa example of intra-press cooperation was the re-publication of news that
previously appeared in another newspaper. This exchange among newspapers — always
with appropriate acknowledgement -- served as a practical and cost effective way of
gathering news.^ Moreover, it provided a basis with which capital newspapers
maintained positive relationships. El Nacional, in its premiere issue, ran a short story that
read: "The editorial staff of El Nacional, cordially salutes all its comrades in the press,
and hopes they will establish a respective exchange with it."^^ Later, it regularly carried a
column reprinting foreign telegrams containing news that first appeared in La Patria.^ In
1896, El Mundo published a daily column titled "Around the Press" that commented on
its competitors and their news.'^ Similarly, in 1900 El Tiempo routinely carried a coliunn
titled "Review of the Press" that contained news previously published by other capital
newspapers."
This sense of solidarity or unity among capital newspapers was demonstrated in
other ways as well. In 1888, Diario del Hogar praised several newspapers that adhered to

^^This was especially true of provincial news when capital newspapers reprinted
articles and uiformation found in state newspapers.
^^El Nacional, July 1, 1880.
^"Ibid., October 4, 1883.
^^For example, see El Mundo, October I and 2,1896.
"As an example, see El Tiempo, April 5, 6,7 and 8, 1900.
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its initiative tliat no members of the press should accept free tickets to any events in the
capital. Among those singled out for upholding the impartiality of the press were El
Monitor Republicano, El Tiempo, El Correo de las Doce, Las Noticias and La
Correspondencia de Mexico P In 1891, Diario del Hogar again showed leadership in this
area by listing those capital dailies that maintained their independent stance and published
on the national holiday of Cinco de Mayo ~ El Tiempo, La Voz de Mexico, El Monitor
Republicano, Le Trait d'Union, The Two Republics, La Patria and Diario del Hogar.A
third example of instilling a sense of unity involved the attempt by three independent
newspapers in 1894 ~ El Hijo del Ahuizote, Gil Bias and El Noticioso — to establish a
dormitory during the winter for newspaper vendors. Many of these sellers barely
subsisted and often slept in the streets, made worse during the cold winter months.^' This
unsuccessful proposal as well as the previously cited examples clearly demonstrate that,
for the most part, unity and solidarity among the press as an institution was impossible.
The contentious nature of capital newspapers allowed solidarity only among particular
factions.
The inherent diversity found within capital newspapers created a perpetual
contentious atmosphere. The two main streams of dissent were between the independent

Diario del Hogar, January 3,1888.
"Ibid., May 7, 1891.
Noticioso, October 31,1894.

137

and pro-government press, which was previously discussed, and between liberal and
conservative newspapers. Fundamental to this latter element was the often bellicose
dialogue conducted between the pro-Catholic newspapers and their liberal counterparts ~
both independent and subsidized. This particular debate focused on the differences
between liberalism and Catholicism that had so long plagued the nation. In political
terms, this polemical tension was played out in the editorials of both types of newspapers.
An example of this combative relationship is found in El Tiempo, probably the
most tenacious of the pro-Catholic dailies. Founded in 1883 by Victoriano Agiieros, El
Tiempo served as the leader of the conservative opposition to Manuel Gonzalez and
subsequently to Diaz. Many of its collaborators were members of the Partido
Conservador. One of its early editors, Trinidad Sanchez Santos, was known for his
famous "Guerrillas," polemical and satirical articles against liberalism.®"

El Tiempo's

first target was El Nacional, which defended liberal Catholicism. Agiieros claimed such
an ideology was akin to saying black was white.®' El Tiempo declared itself the most read
newspaper in Mexico in 1886 because of its abilities to immask Juarez and the Reform
and to expose the large and illicit business practices of prominent politicians.®^

^Rufz Castaneda, La Prensa, pp. 213-214. El Tiempo was the first Mexican
newspaper to build its own building, which was completed in March 1903 at Mesones 61,
Bravo Ugarte, Periodistas y periodicos mexicanos, p. 69. Sanchez Santos later founded
the Catholic daily El Pals in 1899.
^'Gonzalez Navarro, Elporfiriato ~ la vida social, p. 676.
"Ibid., p. 677.
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Two separate instances flirther demonstrate this posture. In January of 1885,
several months before the federal government formally established its foreign debt
reduction procedures. El Tiempo published editorials and articles not only criticizing the
federal government's compromise to London bankers who held the majority of Mexico's
debt but also attacking the liberal newspapers that supported the government's actions. El
Tiempo based its opposition not on religious doctrine, but rather by portraying itself on
this matter as the loyal opposition, it set itself apart from the pro-government press by
stating that "we are not systematic oppositionists, but true interpreters of the public
opinion and conscientious defenders of the national interests."®^
Responding to El Tiempo's seizure of the high ground, the pro-govemment La
Prensa characterized such arguments as based on passion and therefore fraught with
misinterpretations about the events surrounding the negotiations. The daily proceeded to
explain systematically and rationally the particulars. The article concluded with a
condescending comment to El Tiempo — a practice so often a part of this acrimonious
discourse ~ by expressing "... we await the rectification of its \El Tiempo] concepts
ii64

Tiempo responded several days later by accusing La Prensa of resorting to

polemics, which was not a surprise as "the public considers it {La Prensd\ an official

"£/ Tiempo, January 4,1885.
"Za Prensa, January 6,1885.
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organ of the present administration [it supports].""
A second dialogue, also involving El Tiempo, occurred several months later. This
dialogue pitted the Catholic daily gainst El Partido Liberal. The discussion began with
El Tiempo's explanation to its readers that, as a Catholic newspaper, it was saddled with
the "heavy and thankless" burden of having to revise the writings of liberal journalists.
Within this context, El Tiempo viewed all liberal newspapers as being subsidized by the
govenmient and therefore official organs of the liberal administration. El Tiempo
concluded that liberal governments were more costly to the people than a Catholic
government by posing a rhetorical question: "Is not a robbery committed when liberalism
uses the money of the people to subsidize newspapers such as Partido LiberalT^^
El Partido Liberal responded in a series of articles denigrating El Tiempo and its
editorial staff, calling one of its editors — Padre Sole ~ "a very rebellious gachupin^' and
enemy of the liberals . . . Sole is very dangerous for the country."^^ Agiieros responded
with his own name-calling, referring to El Partido Liberal as "El Partido Inquisitorial."
He took the occasion to defend his own editorial staff as "truthful, just, honorable,
patriotic, . .

Not above using hyperbole himself, Agiieros stated:

Enough of the subsidized press, infamous vehicles of so much official
"£/ Tiempo, January 9, 1885.
^El Tiempo, May 1,1885.
®'A derogatory term for a Spaniard.
^^El Partido Liberal, May 3,1885. See also May 8 and 9, 1885.
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deceit, fecund laboratory of so much personal villainy and baseness,
perpetual and criminal fraud against the people, employed to cynically
exploit them.®
The vitriolics lasted throughout the month of May. What is interesting is that while the
two newspapers carried on their cutting discourse. El Tiempo was not ashamed to use a
news story from El Partido Liberal regarding the death of a Mexican woman in Spain.™
Traditional debates pitting religion against liberal philosophy were plentiful
among the Porfirian press, as one would expect. Such arguments served as the
fundamental base for the pro-Catholic newspapers opposition to and criticism of Diaz's
liberal regime. As Claude Dumas discussed in his examination of the clerical press, the
pro-Catholic newspapers were adept at using the liberals' own dogma against them.
Liberal newspapers used a similar tactic at times. For example, in 1895 El Universal
castigated the pro-Catholic press for not taking a moral stand when the press confronted
issues of public morality. In this particular case an unnamed newspaper was using in "its
vocabulary expressions most brutal and offensive to the ears of honorable men" while the
clerical press, who represented itself as "the most heated defender of the public morality"
remained silent.^' La Voz de Mexico responded that El Universal was wrong, pointing
out several occasions when the Catholic daily had called to the attention of the authorities

Tiempo, May 14,1885.
™Ibid., May 8,1885.
''£/ Universal, August 7, 1895.
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"indecorous language" used by several capital newspapers, including El Combate and La
PatriaPWhile religion separated liberal from conservative newspapers, they found
common ground when they assumed their singular role as independent newspapers. El
Ahuizote Jacobino made this point in a 1904 editorial:
El Tiempo, El Pais and La Voz de Mexico, . . . newspapers that are all
organs of the clerical party, will always be considered by us as honorable
members of the press, not living by blackmail nor from public
funds . .
Interrelations among the capital press took other forms as well. Journalists used
serious and satirical poems, caricatures and word games in their discourse with one
another. Individuals were often the target of these messages, thus carrying the dialogues
to a personal level. And, some employed quite biting satire. In 1897, the humor weekly
Fregoli published an article using a word game titled "The Initials" where the initials of
journalists' names were paired to personal descriptions. For example: Rafael Reyes
Spmdola became Receives Rich Subsidy and the cientifico journalist Francisco Bulnes
was a Filobustero Belicoso (bellicose filibusterer)."
Joumalists and their newspapers also were sources of inspiration for the
caricaturist. In this way, the public came to know joumalists personally and physically —

^La Voz de Mexico, August 9, 1895.
Ahuizote Jacobino, March 6, 1904.
'"Fregoli, June 7,1897.
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or at least their likenesses. Figiires 5-7 illustrate how journalists became subjects of
interest, humor and satire. All three caricatures appeared in Mexico Grdfico, a weekly
humor periodical that began publishing in 1888. Founded by Jose M. Villasana, Mexico
Gr<^co was bought by El Universal in 1891 and demonstrated decidedly pro-government
stances. Its two biggest targets of satire and criticism were El Monitor Republicano and
El TiempoJ^
These caricatures and cartoons illustrate, with few words, how newspapers and
journalists not only viewed each other, but also the divisions, complexities and
subsequent contentiousness of the Mexico City press. Yet, they also demonstrate that
humor, while sometimes cutting, was nonetheless an important component of capital
newspapers. Figure 8 provides an example of how the press could laugh at itself.

"Numerous examples illustrate this. See Mexico Grdfico, July 1, 1888; May 17,
1891; May 29, June 5,12 and 26, July 3 and 24,1892.
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Fig. 5. Mexico Grafico, September 14,1890. This whimsical caricature shows the
alphabet with each letter corresponding to the name and caricature of a capital journalist.
For example, the "A" is Victoriano Agueros, director of El Tiempo; the "C" is for
Apolinar Castillo, director of El Partido Liberal and a leader in the Prensa Asociada; and
the "H" was for El Hijo del Ahuizote and is represented by its director Daniel Cabrera.
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Fig. 6. Mexico Grdfico, June 29,1890. This caricature demonstrates the divisions
between the independent press on the left and its attacks on the pro-government press on
the right, which stands behind a canon representing the pro-government, subsidized El
Partido Liberal. Among the independent journalists are (left to right) Victoriano
Agtieros, Filomeno Mata, Daniel Cabrera, the editor of La Voz de Mexico and Vicente
Garcia Torres.

Fig. 7. Mexico Grdfico, March 2,1890. This caricature, titled "Newspapers and
Readers," provides humorous characterizations of several of the leading Porfirian
newspapers.
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Fig. 8. Mexico Grafico, February 3,1889. This cartoon, titled "History of a Newspaper,"
shows the different services a newspaper provided for the community throughout the day.
It starts as a wrapping for cloth, then provides news, then employment to workers and
finally ends the day serving as toilet paper.
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This chapter has examined one of two important dialogues in which the Mexico
City press participated during the Porfirian years. The dialogue among the press itself
further illustrates a complex, diverse institution. Here we have encountered the press's
identity as paradoxical: inherently contentious yet it seeks imity among its members. This
dialogue provides a distinct window that allows us to see our Porfirian portrait more
clearly. We now tum our attention to the other significant dialogue — between newspaper
and their readers — and explore the social and philosophical issues that were important to
Porfirian newspapers.
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Chapter 5
Newspapers and Their Readers:
A Paternalistic Discourse
The public educated in the vice of gambling, intoxication and bullfights do
not have more of a perspective than that of degradation and misery.
Diario del Hogar, January 4,1888
. . . only the independent journalist is able to put into practice the work
ofpolitical regeneration, demanding for the people the integrity of their
rights.
Regeneracion, January 23,1901

The relationship between the Porfirian press and the public can be viewed in many
ways. At times these newspapers tried to define society's mores and values and at other
times they served as critics of the problems plaguing Mexico's changing world. In still
another role, the capital press designated itself as an arbiter for a nation in flux. Despite
these various, and at times conflicting, functions, it is clear that these newspapers saw
themselves as occupying a pivotal role in Porfirian society. Proudly and eagerly they
discharged their responsibility to the public.
The Porfirian press addressed two main areas of concern: social and
philosophical. The social issues of interest to the newspapers comprised matters that
adversely affected everyday life. Many of these were public issues, such as drunkenness
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or the problem of dogs in the streets while others focused on the effects of modernization
and new technology. Philosophical issues were less tangible but of equal importance.
Fundamental were those basic principles that the press believed were necessary for
society to flmction well. The issue of liberty in general and freedom of the press more
specifically represented philosophical topics that liberal newspapers passionately
championed. Likewise, the Catholic newspapers saw religion and the promotion of
Roman Catholicism as necessary for Mexican society.
The ways in which members of the press addressed social and philosophical
matters were as varied as the press itself. Many of these issues echoed the values of
nineteenth-century liberalism, an obvious perspective for those liberal newspapers, both
independent and pro-govemment. The principles associated with freedom, hard work and
rational thought served as the underpiimings of the liberal journalist's mission. Likewise,
the pro-Catholic newspapers adopted and championed reforms that reflected their
religious views. Central to all these viewpoints, however, was the elite position from
which newspapers spoke. Newspapers, written by the educated and owned by the more
affluent, provided a discourse of the superordinate to the subordinate in society. The
messages may have differed, and on some occasions clashed, but the paternalistic tone
remained constant. Because of their perceived role in society, newspapers presented
themselves as impartial leaders whose thoughtful opinions and sage advice provided the
best course of action to cure society's ills. While these voices were indeed paternalistic,
they nevertheless were sincere in their efforts to identify and solve the dilemmas facing
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the nation.
This chapter examines this patemal dialogue between capital newspapers and their
readers. The first section addresses the social concerns the press saw as vital to the wellbeing of Mexico. The second and third parts address the two distinguishable
philosophical issues — the role of the Catholic Church in society and fireedom of the press
— that permeated Porfirian newspapers.

Social Issues
The social issues that captivated capital newspapers ran the gamut fi-om
drunkenness to electricity and, in part, were the consequences of the tremendous
population growth of Mexico City. The 1900 census reported 530,723 residents in
Mexico City as compared to 476,413 just five years earlier.' This demographic change
brought both problems and opportimities as Tony Morgan concluded in his study of early
industrialization in Mexico City during the Porfiriato:
An urban proletariat emerged and had to subsist without adequate housing
and health care. Exploitation abounded, but opportunity increased as well.
Relations between the classes were strained, although not to the breaking
point, as the elite created social distances by physical relocation, departing
the colonial city center for their new suburban mansions to the west.^

^Diario del Hogar, January 4, 1901.
"Tony Morgan, "Proletarians, Politicos, and Patriarchs: The Use and Abuse of
Cultural Customs in the Early Industrialization of Mexico City, 1880-1910," William H.
Beezley, Cheryl English Martin and William E. French, eds.. Rituals of Rules, Rituals of
Resistance: Public Ceremonies and Popular Culture in Mexico (Wilmington: Scholarly
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Because newspapers encompassed an elite discourse, the critical tone the press
took toward issues affecting the lower orders in society reflected patriarchal views. For
example, elites and newspapers viewed excessive drinking, especially among the poor, as
a permeating social ill. The excesses of alcohol and its ramification on society, the family
and the workplace were issues both liberal and pro-Catholic newspapers addressed. And,
according to Moises Gonzalez Navarro, of all the social quandries facing the nation,
Porfirian elites paid the most attention to alcoholism.^
Cultural precedents for drinking alcoholic beverages can be traced to the Aztecs
who used pulque — the fermented drink made from the maguey plant — in religious
ceremonies. The Spanish brought their wine and brandy to Mexico, solidifying alcoholic
beverages as vital components in both public and private celebrations. Moreover, by the
late nineteenth century alcohol was part of everyday life for Mexicans from before-meal
aperitifs to after-dimer drinks. And, as Gonzalez Navarro pointed out, alcohol was used
regularly by Mexicans to "combat the difBculties of life.'"* And, for the poor, drinking
and celebrations were brief respites that allowed them retreat from their lives of misery.
Public drunkeimess, however, remained a social problem throughout the Porfirian
period. A Federal District police report from 1883 illustrates the pervasive nature of

Resources, 1994), p. 151.
^Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato ~ la vida social, p. 72.
'Ibid., p. 74.
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inebriation in the capital. In fact, the police report for May 1883 showed that
drunkenness represented 57 percent of all police apprehensions. Of the 2,785 arrests
made in the Federal District for that month, 1,600 were for drunkenness.^ Moreover, the
mortality rate during the Porfiriato from alcohol was twelve out of 1,000, while, in
comparison, the U.S. mortality rate was three out of 1,000. In 1895, Mexicans armually
consmned 5.31 liters of alcohol per person and spent $5.23 pesos per person annually.®
Increased consumption during this era compounded the discourse. For the lower
classes, this tendency coinced with the changing and often onerous demands on labor
wrought by industrialization. Yet, alcoholism was recognized as an affliction that
reached all social classes by the end of the Porfiriato. In 1864, fifty-one cantinas existed
in Mexico City; by 1885 the number increased to 817 and by 1901 the total number of
cantinas in the capital reached 1,311. For purposes of comparison, Mexico City had only
thirty-four bakeries and 321 meat markets in Mexico City in 1901.^
Newspapers provided a public voice to the increased attention paid to alcoholism.
They reported on the violence associated with drinking^ and the tragedy of death.'

'Fondo Gobemacion, Leg. 1399, #3,1883, AGN.
^Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato ~ la vida social, pp. 72-73.
^Ibid., pp. 73-75.
*£•/ Correo de Las Doce, July 9, 1885.
^El Universal, October 27,1897, and El Pais, May 1, 1900. In one incident
reported by El Noticioso, an unidentified man was discovered dead from alcohol in a
doorway of a store by the owner who thought the man was merely sleeping. El Noticioso,
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Moreover, newspapers of all political stripes conducted campaigns against alcoholism.
For example, in 1899 El Imparcial devoted almost an entire page to the devastions of
alcoholism, including "before" and "after" illustrations of the havoc alcoholism created at
home and in society.'" Several months later it ran a story about "radical cures" for
alcoholism." The Catholic daily El Pais also ran a series of articles in late spring and
early summer of 1900 devoted to the evils of drinking, calling for the police to prohibit
entrance of inebriated individuals to drinking establishments.'^ Likewise, La Patria
called on the government to close pulquerias daily at 12:30 p.m. and cantinas at 9 p.m. as
part of its campaign against alcoholism in early 1903.'^ The pervasive nature of pulque
and workers was illustrated in a cartoon in Mexico Grdfico, which shows a worker
drinking pulque before, during and after work. [See Figure 9]
Of all these efforts, perhaps the most noted attempt to combat this social ill was
conducted by Catholic journalist Trinidad Sanchez Santos. In 1895, Sanchez Santos
presented a report to a gathering of Mexican scientists about his statistical study of
alcoholism and its negative effect on Mexican society. The report reached the desk of

October 16, 1895.
'°£/ Imparcial, October 13, 1899.
"Ibid., January 21,1900.
El Pais, May 16,17 and June 21,1900.
^^La Patria, January 30, February 13,21 and 27, 1903.

154

UH Aiirm.u«i>

Fig. 9. Mexico Grdfico, August 26, 1889. The first illustration shows a worker beginning
his day with a drink of pulque and the second drawing shows the perpetual pulque barrel
and cup next to the shoemaker. The final frame shows the worker toasting the end of his
work.
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Porfirio Diaz, who recommended it to Bernardo Reyes.''* Sanchez Santos saw alcoholism
as the greatest enemy to the health and welfare of Mexico.''
Throughout the Porfiriato the government made attempts to address the chronic
use of alcoholic beverages. In 1879 the ministry of Gobemacion prohibited public
employment to habitual drinkers.'® In 1885 the govemor of the Federal District banned
outdoor tables for patrons of pulquerias." In 1902, the Mexico City ayuntamiento (city
council) contributed to an effort to distribute pamphlets to workers describing the
negative effects associated with weekend drinking.'^ And, in 1903, Guillermo Landa y
Escandon, govemor of the Federal District, ordered all pulquerias to close at 6 p.m., the
hour most workers left their jobs."
For the most part, however, the Di'az administration did little to foster change,
adopting a "largely laissez-faire stance" toward drinking and other social issues.*"
Government concessions granted to businesses for the production of alcohol illustrate this

'•'See Diaz to Reyes, Mexico City, December 24,1895, CONDUMEX-ABR, Car.
24, Leg. 4692; and Reyes to Di'az, Monterrey, December 29,1895, CONDUMEX-CBR,
Cop. 14, Leg. 9070.
'^Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato ~ la vida social, p. 73.
'®Ibid., pp. 16-11.
"Diario del Hogar, January 16, 1885.
'^Morgan, "Proletarians, Politicos, and Patriarchs," p. 162.
"Gonzalez Navarro, El porfiriato — la vida social, p. 78.
-"Morgan, "Proletarians, Politicos, and Patriarchs," p. 161.
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point. In 1882 the government issued a six-year concession to the Jose Bravo y Ca. to
manufacture alcohol from the maguey plant, the source of pulque, mescal and tequila."'
And, in 1883 the government granted an exclusive, ten-year patent to Luis Sciandra for
his procedures to preserve pulque, which previously had a high spoilage rate.^
Alcoholism, while being an important matter, was not the only social issue
newspapers discussed. For example, liberals viewed the bullfight, a spectacle first
introduced by the Spanish in the sixteenth century, as inimical to a progressive and
modem Mexico. The bullfight was a powerful symbol for Mexicans, according to
historian William Beezley. Its orchestration served as a metaphor for how Mexican
society fimctioned, from the hierarchial structure of the arena's seating to the successful
matador's triumphant exit. The bullfight served as public theater where Mexicans could
see their society dramatized with fanfare and flourishes and, most importantly,
celebrated.^
The fact that Mexican liberals banned the sport in the capital and several
important provincial cities during the Reform era indicates that they, too, saw the
powerful metaphors that the bullfight represented to Mexicans, both rich and poor. Yet,
the bullfight proved to be an indomitable cultural practice, and its tradition and strong

^'Fondo Gobemacion, Leg. 476, #3,1882, AGN.
^Fondo Gobemacion, Leg. 476, #1 1883, AGN.
"William H. Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club and Other Episodes of Porfirian
Mexico (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987), pp. 14-17.
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metaphorical statement were not easily squelched. Diaz resurrected the events,
understanding and using its messages politically to demonstrate his role as a leader.^"*
Numerous newspapers took up the mantle to end bullfighting. In 1888, El
Monitor (del Pueblo) campaigned against the event on grounds that it hurt all social
classes, especially the lower class. Lamenting the attraction bullfights had for workers,
the newspaper argued "the passion of the bulls" coupled with pulque was an unfortunate
diversion for workers, which caused their families to suffer." Ironically, several weeks
after this forceful denouncement, this same newspaper ran a story promoting upcoming
corridas de toros (bullfights) at the bullrings of Plaza de Bucareli and Plaza de Colon."®
This apparently hypocritical stance brings into question the sincerity of social stands these
newspapers took. Was El Monitor (del Pueblo) sincere in its call to end bullfights? Or,
was its promotion of upcoming corridos providing the type of information readers wanted
from their newspapers? Such a conundrum is indeed puzzling. Yet, perhaps the answer
can be found in accepting both viewpoints. While rhetorically vehement, newspapers
were also pragmatic institutions. They may have acted in their role as social critics with
all sincerity, but they also saw themselves as providing usefiil information to their
readers. When the two clashed, as they did in this case, it merely revealed another

''Ibid., p. 17.
^El Monitor (del Pueblo), January 3,1888. La Patria also called for an end to
bullfighting, January 7,1888.
^^El Monitor (del Pueblo), January 24,1888.
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complexity of the Porfirian press.
In addition to bullfighting, liberals saw other social vices, such as gambling, as
destructive to society. The liberals banned all gambling with the exception of the lottery
during the Reform period. To the liberals, gambling was not conducive to the tenets of
liberalism that promoted rationalism and productivity. Liberal attempts to reorient this
cultural practice, however, failed. Gaming, much as drinking and bullfighting, had a
strong tradition in the colonial and early independence periods." Gambling displayed the
central elements of the culture ~ its competitiveness and individualism. The drama of
triumph and misfortune were played out at each gaming table or cockfight.
To Mexican liberals, gambling represented a danger to the republic as they tried to
reform a corrupt and chaotic nation into a rational economy resting firmly on the
foundations of supply and demand. Gambling's danger — especially to the poor — was
apparent to liberals because it created a sense of false hope for quick profit. Yet, for the
poor Mexican, whose prospect for social and economic advancement was virtually non
existent, gambling represented the possibility for a better tomorrow. The payoff was
always worth the risk; the thought was not what could be lost, but rather what could be

"During the late colonial period and well into the nineteenth century, the highlight
of all Mexican gamblers, both rich and poor, was the three-day gambling festival at San
Agustm de las Cuevas in Tlalpan. Here, priests, rich silver miners, women and poor
Indians could be found trying their luck at monte (a card game) or the cockfights and
enjoying dances and fine dinners. The gambling festival was held in honor of St.
Augustine and coincided with Whitsunday. It ended during the Reform when liberals
banned gambling.
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gained.
In 1881 £/ Monitor Republicano decried the fact that gambling continued in
Mexico City despite the fact it was illegal. "Gambling houses are able to be open with
the authorization of the governor [of the Federal District], without being bothered by the
police, even though it is not authorized by the law."^® Throughout the entire month of
August the newspaper conducted its anti-gambling campaign. In 1882, another liberal
newspaper. El Correo del Lunes, took up the cause, bemoaning the tragedy of gambling
"that continues infesting the city" and its ill effects on the family.^' Moreover, gambling
led to other vices as the Catholic El Tiempo pointed out in 1887 in an article linking
gambling with prostitution.^" Legislators joined newspaper efforts to stop gzimbling;
both, however, proved unsuccessful. In 1885 a law attempting to close all gambling
houses was defeated in Congress 105 to eleven.^'
Lotteries were another target of newspapers in their efforts to rid Mexican society
of gambling. The liberal press was especially adamant against this form of chance. El
Popular called the lottery "the most immoral of gambling" and called on the government
to seek other sources of revenue.^^ Likewise, Diario del Hogar referred to the lottery as

^^El Monitor Republicano, August 4, 1881.
Correo del Lunes, April 10, 1882.
^°El Tiempo, June 3,1887.
^'Gonzalez Navarro, Elporfiriato ~ la vida social, pp. 431-432.
^^El Popular, December 9,1897.
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a:
pernicious vice . . . that was instinctive of the sons of Mexico, who are
superstitious enough to blindly surrender to chance in preference to work,
and hope the chance will end their miseries. In all the Republic, lotteries
exist that absorb a good part of the salaries of workers . . . The public
educated in the vice of gambling, intoxication and bullfights do not have
more of a perspective than that of degradation and misery.^^
In this particular example we are again faced with either irony or hypocrisy. In this very
same issue, Diario del Hogar carried an ad on the back page for the national lottery.
Pragmatism seems to be the logical reasoning behind such overt disparateness. While it
felt obligated to preach against the lottery, the newspaper, as a business, felt compelled to
accept such advertisement and, of course, the accompanying revenue.
The government was not likely to accommodate such liberal pleas, especially
since it relied on lotteries to raise money. For example, during Diaz's first term, the
federal government sponsored a lottery to pay for the raihroad that ran from Mexico City
to Toluca and Cuautitlan.^" Moreover, the Secretary of Hacienda sponsored the National
Lottery that, in 1895 for example, paid out almost $500,000 pesos in prize moneyEven
newspapers jumped on the bandwagon. In 1908 El Imparcial sponsored its own lottery.^®
In addition to vices, newspapers also examined the problems of particular groups

Diario del Hogar, January 4,1888.
^''Fondo Gobemacion, Leg. 1399, #1, 1878-1879, AGN.
"Fondo Gobemacion, Leg. 1701, #1, 1895, AGN.
^^El Imparcial, March 8, 1908.
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in society. In 1908, El Mundo Ilustrado began a series of four articles about the youth of
Mexico City, especially the poor. This effort coincided with the efforts of the newly
formed Congreso de Madres (Congress of Mothers). One of the articles called attention
to the miserable lives of Mexican children living in the streets. The periodical placed
fault for these social conditions on the government. Furthermore, El Mundo Ilustrado's
support of the Congreso de Madres demonstrated the major importance and role of this
women's group in ameliorating social problems. The article, although well-intentioned,
did not provide the answers to the situation, merely "promises and hope." Other articles
addressed juvenile delinquency, childhood illnesses and children alcoholics.
Other social issues the periodical addressed included beggars in the street,
physical abuse of women and the poor.^* The proposed solution, which were
fundamentally attributed to poverty, was work. Such views led Nelson R. DeVega to
conclude that although well-intentioned, such condemnation merely reflected elite beliefs
and offered little in terms of concrete solutions.^'
This and other criticisms of Mexico's social ills by newspapers demonstrated
attempts by elites to sanitize public spaces. In his study of workers and leisure in the
Parral mining district of Chihuahua, William French found government officials,

^'Nelson R. DeVega,"£/ Mundo Ilustrado como vehi'culo literario de Mexico entre
1905 y 1910" (Ph.D. diss.. University of Missouri, 1972), pp. 95-97.
'"Ibid., pp. 98-103.
'"Ibid., p. 103.
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representing patriarchal and elite views, attempted to regulate the leisure activities of the
lower classes during the Porfiriato. By such actions, these officials hoped "to inculcate
the values of thrift, sobriety, hygiene and punctuality in succeeding generations of
workers." Their efforts were meant to preserve public space for the gente decente*°
Capital newspapers promoted similar efforts to clean up Mexico City's streets.
For example, in 1893 El Monitor Republicano deplored the number of beggars in the
streets. In a typical elite and liberal view, the newspaper asked: "Thousands of young
beggars travel the streets, why do not they attend school?""*' Here we glimpse the folly of
liberal rhetoric that simply saw the means to solve the problem without really
understanding its source. In El Monitor Republicano's point of view, if young children
were begging in the streets, then simply put them in school. While it could identify the
dilemmas, the newspaper failed to grasp the real issues and resorted to relying on liberal
rhetoric as an answer.
Another problem in Mexico City streets were the large number of roaming dogs —

"•"William E. French, "Progreso Forzado: Workers and the Inculcation of the
Capitalist Work Ethic in the Parral Mining District," William H. Beezley, Cheryl English
Martin and William E. French, eds. Rituals of Rule, Rituals of Resistance: Public
Ceremonies and Popular Culture in Mexico (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources, 1994), p.
192. French found that many working and lower class Mexicans resented such efforts at
"progreso forzado" (forced progress): "By claiming the street for themselves and
violating middle-class notions of respectability, popular carousers rejected the cultural
framework through which Porfirian rulers advanced their claim to rule." Ibid., pp. 197198.
Monitor Republicano, April 6, 1893.
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a fertile topic for liberal newspapers throughout the Porfirian era. In early 1882, La
Patria called on city officials and police to force owners to chain up their dogs/^ In June
of that year El Correo de Las Doce complained that while the police killed those dogs
that ran free, they left the carcasses to decompose in the streets, further contaminating
public health."*^ In 1897 El Imparcial, because of frequent accounts of rabies m the
capital, warned the public of a particular problem with a dog on the road by the new
coliseum:
The owner of the cantina by the Teatro Principal has an enormous dog that
daily causes a major fright to passersby. Yesterday morning, at 10 a.m., .
. . two decent little girls were attacked by the ferocious animal. The
opportune intervention by adults freed the girls from consequences that
could have been serious.''^
And, in 1905 Diario del Hogar carried an article about a nine-year-old boy who was
bitten by a dog in Merced Street and a five-year-old boy who suffered a broken arm from
a dog attack in Cerrada de la Misericordia Street.'*^ It was cases such as these that
illustrate the liberal press' fears for decent people ~ the elite and middle class ~ in the
capital's thoroughfares. Clearing the streets of beggars and roaming dogs ensured a "safe"
public space for them to go about their business and enjoyment, and liberal newspapers
demonstrated their journalistic role and elite perspective by calling public attention to
^^La Patria, January 25, 1882.
*^El Correo de Las Doce, June 17, 1882.
**El Imparcial, April 4, 1897.
Diario del Hogar, January 6,1905.
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such matters.''®
Another effort at sanitizing public spaces is revealed in illustrations Mexico
Grdfico published to combat cholera. Meant as a public service, these drawings provided
the audience ~ both literate and illiterate — with the information necessary to avoid a
disease that was spread by unsanitary conditions. In so doing, however, the illustrations
point out the telling problems that the working class and poor had in adhering to such
precautions. [See Figure 10]
In addition to social ills, Porfirian newspapers also focused on the effects of
modernization and technology, not always in a positive light. For example, electricity
changed the landscape of the capital as illustrated by the electrical tram, which by 1911
covered 213 miles of track in Mexico City and transported millions of citizens yearly.
Moreover, Mexicans saw traditional jobs transformed virtually overnight because of
electricity. One example is the first electric tortilla machine in 1902, which could
produce 5,000 tortillas per hour.'*^ And, while the press was often venerating these
changes,"*' it could also cast a wary eye to those who saw electricity as the ultimate

"•^While newspapers were concerned with dangers in the street, they were also
promoters of efforts to improve the physical conditions of the streets. For example, in
1900 El Tiempo published an editorial calling for the paving of all the streets in the
capital. {El Tiempo, February 8,1900.) Five years earUer city offic Js agreed to pave 100
blocks of streets in Mexico City with asphalt. This effort was linked to the burgeoning
bicycling movement whose members wanted better roads. See Beezley, Judas at the
Jockey Club, p. 47.
"Morgan, "Proletarians, Politicos, and Patriarchs," p. 153.
^*Which was the case when La Patria praised the uses of electricity. See La
Patria, April 1, 1893.
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Precaucioncs ilcl vccinilatio por si vicnc «1 "COlcra.

Fig. 10. Mexico Grdfico, September 11,1892. Titled "Neighborhood Precautions Against
Cholera," these illustrations show the means of preventing the often deadly disease. The
top row, left to right, show "Renewing the Atmosphere," a problem when dirt and sewage
clogged the street; "Personal Cleanliness," exacerbated when one is forced to bathe in a
lake; and "Purifying the Air," by disguising public odors. The bottom row, left to right is
"Cover the Abdomen," in this case the man is keeping hydrated with something other
than water; "Ample and WeU-Ventilated Sleeping Places," not a problem for those
sleeping the street; and "Washing Hands," easy for the well-off, but not for the poor.
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solution for Mexico. Such was the case when El Monitor (del Pueblo) pointed out for its
readers that the community of Guadalupe Hidalgo was getting electrical lights in 1888.
While the newspaper indicated the addition of electrical lights was all well and good, it
would not eliminate crime there. And, what was really needed were more police ofiBcers
in the area.'"
Another example of this ambivolence toward new technology focused on
railroads, perhaps the greatest technological advance Mexico experienced in the late
nineteenth century. Generally, newspapers acted as boosters for this new technology.
Such was the case of El Nacional, which ran a special, full-page account of the
completion of the Ferrocarril Mexicana Central that joined Mexico City to El Paso and on
to Chicago. The article was accompanied by illustrations and maps.^° Not all capital
newspapers sang the praises of the railroad. The oppositional El 93 published a page-one
story, pointing out that while its colleagues were constantly praising the growth of this
industry, the newspaper reminded its readers that the people of Mexico paid for the
railroad. Quoting from La Revista Financier a Mexicana, El 93 wrote that as of June 30,
1892, the government had subsidized Mexican railroads at a cost to Mexicans of almost
$97 million pesos. Moreover, in a related story from Oaxaca in the same issue, the
newspaper pointed out that the local railroad company had exorbitantly increased fares, to

^^El Monitor (del Pueblo), January 3, 1888.
El Nacional, January 1,1884.
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the detriment of the public/*
The concerns, criticisms and calls for reform that the Mexico City press expressed
during the Porfiriato reflected the issues and problems of a growing and modemi2dng city
at the end of the nineteenth century. These newspapers saw theu: role in addressing these
concerns as basically patemal. They identified the perceived social ills and suggested the
best course of action; they knew what was best for Mexico and its citizens. Social issues,
however, did not gamer all the press' attention.

Philosophical Issues ~ Religion
The Catholic press defined its role in Mexican society through its promotion of
religion. Important Catholic dailies in Mexico City such as La Voz de Mexico, El Tiempo
and El Pais represented the Church's view on social issues. In many ways these
newspapers stood as the vanguard in promoting Catholic doctrine and combatting the
liberal state and its attempts to alter the social fabric of Mexico society. The Catholic
press used its editorial and news pages to disseminate pro-Catholic ideology. Religious
stories were published daily, and the three Catholic newspapers routinely carried news
about the Church's worldwide activities. For example, in 1883 El Tiempo ran a column
covering news firom the Vatican^* and during 1890 La Voz de Mexico ran numerous page-

^'£/ 93, January 22,1893.
"£/ Tiempo, July 1, 1883.
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one stories on religion, such as a series on the iconography of the Virgin/^
In addition to their promotion of Roman Catholicism, these newspapers
denigrated liberalism and protestantism. In 1883 El Tiempo equated liberalism with
atheism; "The voice of liberalism, . . . clearly and properly signifies
God [emphasis El Tiempo]"^'^ The lead story on September 12, 1896, in La Voz de
Mexico was titled "Farces of Liberalism."^^ In 1900 El Pais carried a page-one story
titled "The Anti-Christian School and Obligatory Education."^® And, in 1902 La Voz de
Mexico ran a page-one story equating protestantism with irreligion." Such stories,
complete with polemical language, demonstrated the strong commitment of these
newspapers. With evangelical ferver, these periodicals championed the Catholic Church
and its precepts as Mexico's moral compass.
In addition to promoting doctrine, the Catholic press also campaigned against
particular religious groups it saw as harmful to the nation. A common target were
Mormons, who had been encouraged by the Mexican government to immigrate from the
United States and settle in northem Mexico. In 1883 El Tiempo denoimced these

^^La Voz de Mexico, January 5 and 8, February 4, 1890.
^*El Tiempo, July 1,1883.
"Za Voz de Mexico, September 12, 1896.
Paw, June 12,1900.
"Za Voz de Mexico, February 13, 1902.
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government efforts to allow "that horrible sect" to settle in Sonora and Chihuahua.^'
Almost twenty years later. El Tiempo was continuing its attacks on Monnonism, calling it
a religion incompatible with Mexican laws and customs.'' Such continuous and
vehement contempt by this newspaper demonstrated how the Church expressed its fear of
change, especially change predicated on liberal principles. For staunch Catholics, the
farther Mexico strayed from its traditional religious heritage, the more society would
suffer. Catholic newspapers fervently believed their purpose was to preserve Catholic
culture and they tirelessly provided the necessary words and images to support such
preservation.
Catholic journalists also saw themselves fulfilling a unique role in this effort. A
poem by Jose M. Casillas that appeared in an issue of El Tiempo's weekly magazine,
Semanario Ilustrado de El Tiempo, attests to this self-perceived destiny. This poem
equated Catholic journalists with religious martyrs. Using religious images, the poem
characterized such journalists as fighting the "true" fight in a "battlegroimd that is a
desert." It continued:
Grandiose is your mission. Christian hero, . . .
Encouragement, martyr, the truth does not die,
because it has the power of the Infinite One.®"

Tiempo, July 3, 1883.
Tiempo, January 30, March 24 and 31, 1900.
^Semanario Ilustrado de El Tiempo, March 31,1902.
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And, just as its rhetoric was filled with religious imagery, the Catholic press'
choice of topics were equally telling. A cover story from this same publication
demonstrates this point. The June 18, 1905, issue of Semanario Biistrado de El Tiempo
was a memorial to the memory of Maximilian, the puppet emperor of Mexico in the
1860s, and his wife, Carlota. Portraits of the two appeared on the cover and the lead story
was titled "The Tragedy of Queretaro (Memories of Thirty Years)" in reference to the city
where Maximilian was executed by Mexican troops. At least five pages of the magazine
were devoted to this story, which focused on the emperor's last days. This sympathetic
portrayal of a person whom liberals despised further illustrates the manner in which the
Catholic press promoted its beliefs.
EI Tiempo came to represent the leading voice of the staunch Catholics in Mexico
City. The newspaper's relentless attacks on liberalism served to position itself as a true
defender of the faith. Its influence and respect was demonstrated in the letters of Luis
Garcia Pimental, a Catholic journalist and author.®' While living in Paris in 1904 and
1905, he often wrote to his son, Joaquin, in Mexico City, and in this correspondence he
regularly discussed the work of El Tiempo in promoting Catholic values. Moreover, he
frequently requested his son to send copies of both El Tiempo and Semanario Hnstrado de
El Tiempo so that he might use them as sources for the second volume of Documentos

^'Letters of Luis Garcia Pimental, Paris, February 1904 through August 1905,
#959-#993, Coleccion Porfirio Diaz, Biblioteca Nacional de Antropologfa e Historia,
Mexico City [hereafter cited as CPD-BNAH].
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Historicos de Mejico that he was writing.®"
During the Porfiriato Catholics in general and Catholic joiamalists specifically
faced a fimdamental transition in the way the Church viewed social issues. In 1891 Pope
Leo Xin issued his famous encyclical Rerum Novarum, in which the Church turned its
attention to social problems and issues caused by industrialization. For the first time the
Church demonstrated a social consciousness for the questions facing society and
especially the poor and working class. For the Mexican Church, however, the changes
envisioned by the encyclical were slow in coming and generally treated in a passive
manner.®" Yet, throughout the Porfirian era, church leaders sponsored four national
Catholic congresses to formulate social and economic programs for workers that would
be promoted by lay organizations with clergy participation.®^
Catholic journalists promulgated the ideas of the Rerum Novarum in their
newspapers and, because it came from the pope, they treated it with respect. Yet, because
of papel condemnation of laissez-faire capitalism, these generally conservative
newspapers saw the encyclical as socialist and liberal in nature. The Catholic press

®^See Liiis Garcia Pimental to Joaquin Garcia, Paris, CPD-BNAH, April 21,1904,
#965; July 6, 1904, #972; August 6, 1904, #974; August 16,1904, #976; and October 22,
1904, #985.
®^Manuel Ceballos Ramirez, "La enciclica Rerum Novarum y los trabajadores
catolicos en la ciudad de Mexico (1891-1913)," Historia Mexicana 33:1 (1983): 7.
"Karl M. Schmitt, "Catholic Adjustment to the Secular State: The Case of
Mexico, 1867-1911," Catholic Historical Review 48:2 (1962): 190. The congresses were
held in Puebla (1903), Morelia (1904), Guadalajara (1906) and Oaxaca (1909).
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synthesized the program for Mexico into four elements: church and community, priest
and worker. Such interpretation allowed the Church to maintain a direct hand into any
programs incorporating social changes. These newspapers, however, like many of their
liberal counterparts, viewed Mexico's problems as political, rather than social.®^
Because of the Catholic press and its promotion of religious doctrine, many
viewed these newspapers as extensions of the Church. And, mirroring the Church's
relationship with parishoners. Catholic newspapers played the same paternal role with
their readers, serving as teachers to students. These periodicals provided the necessary
answers to steer Mexicans down the correct path during that uncertain time of change.

Philosophical Issues — Freedom of the Press
Like their Catholic counterparts, liberal newspapers also presented themselves as
representatives of a particular philosophical ideology. And, similar to the Catholic press,
liberal newspapers in Mexico City entwined their journalism with liberalism to create a
singular identity. For these newspapers, journalism was liberalism. This belief represents
the libertarian theory of the press, as defined by Fred. S. Siebert.®® Fundamentally,
liberalism proclaimed the rationality of humans and their ability to discern the truth fi:om

"Ceballos Ramirez, "La enciclica. Rerum Novarum" pp. 11, 17-19.
®®The libertarian view is one of four theories in the historical development of the
press. See Fred S. Siebert, Four Theories of the Press: The Authoritarian, Libertarian,
Social Responsibility and Soviet Communist Concepts of What the Press Should Be and
Do (Urbana: University of Illmois Press, 1956).
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lies:
Truth is no longer conceived of as the property of power. Rather, the right
to search for truth is one of the inalienable natural rights of man . . . The
press is conceived of as a partner in the search for truth [emphasis
Siebert].®'
Liberal newspapers in the Porfirian era viewed this partnership as the defining
factor in then: relationship to the public. As a result, the issue of press freedom became
integral to the rhetoric of liberal newspapers. The independent liberal periodicals adhered
most strongly to this principle. And, as the most vocal proponents of this philosophy, the
independent press bore the brunt of government violations of this same precept. Their
passionate defense of press freedom represented the epitome of liberal thought, which
imbued these newspapers with the same intense fervor found in Catholic newspapers'
defense of the Church.
The issue of freedom of the press first surfaced in response to the Gonzalez
administration's reform of Article 7 of the Mexican Constitution. The "reform" served as
a tool to suppress anti-government journalists by transferring adjudication of press crimes
from juries into the hands of government-appointed judges. This transformation gave the
government a powerful mechanism in controlling the press. It was denounced by one
independent and liberal newspaper as that "stupid law."

Diario del Hogar felt so

strongly about the issue that it published all the parliamentary documents regarding the

"Ibid., p. 3.
Correo del Lunes, November 20,1882.
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debate.®'
The feisty El Hijo del Ahuizote took a stand against the reform diiring the summer
of 1885 after journalists who opposed the government's foreign debt repayment plan were
incarcerated. The humoristic weekly published a caricature showing Diaz seated on a
large number seven (representing the reform) pimching out an eye of a face that
represented the independent press. The accompanying poem read:
The gun is not necessary anymore
With the reform of seven.
Sheathe your machete;™
These three lines of satirical poetry succinctly tell the consequences of the constitutional
reform: the government would no longer have to rely on violent means to suppress the
press; it now had legal means, the constitution.
In utilizing the reform to its benefit, the government accused independent
joumalists of irresponsibility when criticizing government officials. By directly
censuring those officials, the independent press opened itself to charges of violating
private life, morality and the public peace — the only constitutional limitations placed on
the Mexican press. Moreover, the administration often used the subsidized and progovemment press to do its bidding. El Universal, one of the earliest subsidized Porfirian
newspapers, promoted the government line when it addressed this issue in an editorial in

^^Diario del Hogar, November 21,1882.
™£/ HiJo del Ahuizote, August 23,1885.
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1888:

Society is actually alarmed by the loathsome abuse that the press
frequently makes. There are no guarantees for the family, there is no
security for private life ... the Capital press, to protect its own prestige
and to fulfill appropriately its purpose, should not confuse the rights of the
press with libel.^'
An equally "preachy" tone was taken by La Patria, a long-time supporter of Di'az,
in a page-one editorial in 1893. Using the language of liberalism, it chastised those
independent newspapers:
Daily we read in certain newspapers, that publish as much in this Capital
as in various States of the Republic, virulent articles that attack public
functionaries and the government in a manner that well experienced
Ooumalists] reject . . . The lack of reason used to fight their adversaries
appears in these newspapers at times as sophisms and at other times as
diatribes ... If the opposition press wants the attention of the
government, which has always been disposed to hear the just and rational
complaint, it should change its methods and use the more dignified
language of the public, whose interest it says if defends.^
In its fight for freedom to publish, the independent liberal press had to fight not
only the government, but those journalistic colleagues who served Di'az. Diario del
Hogar succinctly summarized the plight of the independent press: "It is true that anyone
can write what he wants. But it is also true that ... he clearly knows what will be the
consequences of his boldness."'^ Yet, several periodicals practiced such boldness in their

^'£/ Universal, July 20, 1888.
^La Patria, April 4, 1893.
^Diario del Hogar, July 28, 1891.
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efforts to gain true freedom of the press. Some approached the task knowing full well the
consequences, as was the case with El 93. At the start of Diaz's fourth term the
newspaper wrote:
Now begins the tuxtepecano government's new term, and now also we
begin our difficult work, which is to point out its bad acts, knowing that
liberty has died; but still when we visit the gloomy cells of Belen we are
prepared to fight the repression that exists against freedom of thinking."
Others used satire and humor to decry the same problem. In 1886 El Hijo del
Ahuizote published a caricature titled "The Cemetery of the Press. Fruits of Tuxtepec."
that showed the tombstones of those independent newspapers that had been closed by
government pressure." Nor was El Hijo del Ahuizote afraid to tell the truth as it
demonstrated in 1894:
El Partido Liberal [a subsidized newspaper] says that Mexicans have the
fiill use of all our rights to fight for change of administration through
elections. Yes, sir, as we have freedom of the press to issue our ideas; to
use that liberty will send journalists to prison and confiscated presses to
the national treasury.'®
Another bold proponent of press freedom was Regeneracion, which regularly
published editorials on this topic." Never one to mince words, this tenacious advocate of

''*El 93, December 1,1892.
"£/ Hijo del Ahuizote, May 22, 1886.
'^Ibid., February 25, 1894. When editor Daniel Cabrera resurrected his weekly as
El Ahuizote Jacobino, almost all its editorials in 1904 and 1905 addressed issues of press
freedom.
''For example, see Regeneracion, September 7 and 15, 1900.
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freedom of the press made the purpose of such a philosophy clear to its readers: "...
only the independent journalist is able to put into practice the work of political
regeneration, demanding for the people the integrity of their rights."'®
The Porfirian government maintained unconvincingly that freedom of the press
existed in Mexico, but as one independent periodical argued, it was a limited freedom,
full of caveats:
Except for exposing social problems, attacking functionaries and their
families and criticizing rich and powerfiil businesses, especially foreign
ones, the press in Mexico is ABSOLUTELY FREE [emphasis El Colmillo
Publico]?^
Little doubt exists that this was an "uphill" battle for these independent liberal
newspapers. Yet, they persisted in the fight. To give up would mean discarding their
very identity. These newspapers may have taken different paths to proclaim and promote
this philosophy, but their reasons were the same. And, like the Catholic press, their
fundamental ideology became so entrenched in their joumalism that it was impossible to
discern the difference.

The social and philosophical issues presented here illustrate two fundamental
elements that defined Porfirian joumalism in Mexico City. In using either or both of
these elements, capital newspapers positioned themselves as moral leaders for their

"Ibid., January 23, 1901.
Colmillo Publico, June 17,1906.
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readers. Adopting an elite and paternal discourse, Porfirian periodicals forcefully and
directly discharged their self-perceived responsibilities. Whether couched in Catholic or
liberal rhetoric, these newspapers identified the problems and analyzed the solutions
based on ideologies so ingrained that they defined their respective journalism.
We have thus far examined the inherent differences of capital newspapers, their
contentious natures and the social and philosophical issues that defined and drove them.
We now turn to how newspapers themselves modernized. To examine this aspect, we
will analyze the changing role of newspaper advertisement.
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Chapter 6
Porfirian Advertising
and the Creation of a Consumer Culture
The historians and archaeologists will one day discover that the ads of
our time are the richest and most faithjul daily reflections that any society
ever made of its entire range of activities.
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extension of Man

When noted communication theorist Marshall McLuhan declared advertising as
an accurate mirror of a society he was speaking about the mid 1960s. Yet, such an axiom
holds true since the late nineteenth century when the importance of newspaper
advertisements became a significant part of Westem journalism and society. Moreover,
ads from different periods in history provide imique windows for understanding those
respective societies and serve as the final component in this study of the Porfirian
newspapers of Mexico City. These ads reveal many aspects of capital society, the most
important of which was the advent and promotion of consumerism as the hallmark of a
modem and prosperous nation.
The number, size and general characteristics of ads changed and grew during the
Porfiriato. This transformation reflected a series of related influences. First, advertising
revenue became much more necessary to newspaper publishing as it helped pay for the
new printing technologies that allowed for more newspapers to be printed and at a
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cheaper cost. Second, industrialization created mass production of consumer goods.
Finally, newspaper advertisements became the central mediimi through which
manufacturers promoted these new consumer goods. Concomitant with this increase in
goods and advertisements was the establishment of brand names and the introduction of
new products. And, as products became more complex, their marketing became more
sophisticated.
This chapter examines the advertising phenomenon that coincided with and
contributed to the changing Mexican journalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. An overview of Porfirian-era ads will be followed by a general discussion of
the role of advertising and how the study of ads benefits our understanding of the past.
One section is devoted specifically to the examination of patent medicine ads because
they represented the begirming of this new wave of marketing and promotion. A final
section studies other types of Porfirian ads as a means to understand how this consumer
culture was constructed.

Porfirian-era Ads — An Overview
The first ad in a Mexican newspapers appeared in the Gaceta de Mexico in 1784
as a "house ad" promoting the newspaper's new service for those who might want "to sell
slaves, horses or haciendas, lost or found jewelry and other things of this sort."' This

'Yolanda Zamora Casillas, "Alacena publicitaria," Revista Mexicana de Ciencias
PoUticas y Sociales 109 (1982): 48.
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early self-promotion led to the regular appearance of small advertisements on the back
pages of newspapers throughout the nineteenth century. The growth and development
that has come to define the Porfiriato in Mexico in the late nineteenth century created
both the climate for and need of advertisements. Fundamentally, newspaper ads of this
period concretely symbolized what it meant to be modem. By the end of this era Mexican
advertisements served much the same role as their counterparts in the more industrialized
and technologically advanced United States.
A survey of the Mexican press by a U.S. writer in 1911 demonstrated these
similarities:
These advertisements are modem in every sense of the word, whether they
be in Spanish or English. Illustrations are generously used, and the other
methods resorted to by advertisers are successfully practiced. It may be
fair to add that both in the appearance of reading matter and in the
advertising display the papers of Mexico resemble closely those of the
United States, while in South America this similarity is rather toward
those of London and Paris.^
A study of dozens of capital newspapers of the Porfirian era substantiates this
early assessment. Moreover, Mexico City periodicals mirrored the growth of
advertisement experienced by U.S. newspapers. In the 1880s the ratio of editorial
material to advertising in capital newspapers was about 70:30, with the bulk of those ads
appearing on page four. By the end of the Porfiriato, the ratio of ads to editorial matter

^"The Press in Mexico," Bulletin of the Pan American Union 33 (1911): 149.
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was about even.^ During the 1880s the cost of ads in Mexico City newspapers appears to
have been uniform: $30 pesos for one column of ad space on page four, $18 pesos for a
half column and $10 pesos for a quarter column."* By the end of the Porfiriato, however,
rates were charged by the column inch, much as they are today. The average Mexico City
daily charged eighty-four cents (U.S.) per column inch. The rates for larger circulation
papers, however, were higher. Want-ads charged one cent (U.S.) per word. Discounts
were offered for contracts of more than one insertion.^
Porfirian newspapers quickly leamed to appreciate the value of advertisements
and often used their own ads to promote circulation or to attract advertisers to their pages.
These "house ads" demonstrate the modem joumalistic techniques of self- promotion.
For example, in an eye-catching maneuver, El 93 ran a banner headline vertically from
top to bottom stating "Se Solicitan Amncios" (Advertisements Sought).® In 1896 Gil
Bias Comico ran a house ad promoting itself and the daily newspaper Gil Bias7 And, in

^The percent of ad revenue represented in total income rose from 44 percent in
1880 to 55 percent in 1900 in the United States. The tremendous increase of ads in
Mexico City newspapers during this same time suggests a similar pattem. See Michael
Schudson, Advertising, the Uneasy Persuasion: Its Dubious Impact on American Society
(New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1984), p. 152.
"^See La Prensa, January 1, 1885, and Toussaint Alcaraz, "Diario del Hogar," p.
106.

'"Press in Mexico," p. 149.
^E193, December 8, 1892.
^Gil Bias Comico, June 29,1896.
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1909 Mexico Nuevo promoted its upcoming coverage of Holy Week activities:
Holy Week is Near! For this important week our daily Mexico Nuevo is
preparing a section of great attraction that will be imitated by the great
journalism of the future . . . Subscribe to Mexico Nuevo}
In addition to display ads, which comprised the bulk of Porfirian newspaper
advertising, this era also saw the advent of want-ads. As early as 1895 columns titled
"Avisos" began appearing promoting goods and services in small blocks of copy.' By
1897 want-ad columns similar to today's versions appeared under titles such as
"Correspondence" (akin to personal ads), "Business Opportunities" (including items for
sale) and "Employment."'" After the turn of the century a full page of want-ads was
standard for most capital dailies."
As advertising grew in size, amount and importance a supporting apparatus
emerged in the form of the advertising agency, which provided the service of not only
creating and producing ads but also placing them in capital periodicals. The first ad
agency ~ Agenda General de Avisos ~ appeared in Mexico City in 1865. It was initially
established to represent Cronista de Mexico, but later added La Staffete and Ere
Nouvelle. The agency had representatives in Paris and New York. The opportunity for

*Mexico Nuevo, April 1,1909.
Noticioso, February 2,1895.
'"£/ Universal, October 21,1897.
' 'By 1910, £/ Imparcial reserved the entire page six for want-ads. For example
see January 25, 1910.

184

such a service was apparent as more than 4,500 stores and establishments operated in
Mexico City in 1867.'^ During the Porfirian era, advertising agents became a permanent
fixture of Mexican newspapers, and their profits could be quite substantial, usually 25
percent of each ad placed.'^ Moreover, ad agencies quickly recognized the importance of
their service and potential influence. For example, the Hermann Agency ran a large ad in
El Monitor Republicano in 1895 claiming that El Democrata, which had an exclusive
contract with the agency, had not paid the agency for its services.By using the medium
of advertising, this agency publicly demonstrated the power ads could have.

Role of Advertising
The advent of mass production and the concomitant creation of mass consumption
represented a watershed for the Westem world in the late nineteenth century. The social,
economic and political ramifications for this new consximer society were profound. As
Rosalind Williams explained in her study of mass consumption in France during the late
nineteenth century:
Once people enjoy discretionary income and choice of products, once they
glimpse the vision of commodities in profusion, they do not easily return

'^Zamora Casillas,"Alacena publicitaria," pp. 50-51.
Colmillo Publico, September 17,1903.
Monitor Republicano, July 17,1895.
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to traditional modes of consumption.'^
As it did in Europe and the United States, consimierism caught on dramatically in
Mexico City, transforming the fabric of Porfirian society and altering personal and social
values. In his study of the Porfirian "smart set" historian William Beezley found that
Mexican elites embraced "conspicuous consimiption," a term used by U.S. economist
Thorstein Veblen in the late nineteenth century to describe ostentatious displays of wealth
and leisure.'® Such outward exhibition of one's personal wealth served to delineate the
elites firom their perceived lessers. While conspicuous consiunption was limited to the
wealthy, Mexican advertisements reflected a general desire for accumulation of
manufactured goods. As a result, manufacturers also targeted middle and working class
Mexicans as potential consximers.
The role of consumer products coupled with their promotion through newspaper
advertisements provide the historian with a unique lens to examine Porfirian society.
According to U.S. historian Michael Schudson, consumer goods in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries served as "an index and a language that place a person in society

'^Rosalind H. Williams, Dream Worlds: Mass Consumption in Late NineteenthCentury France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), p. 3.
'^William H. Beezley, "The Porfirian Smart Set Anticipates Thorstein Veblen in
Guadalajara," William H. Beezley, Cheryl English Martin and William E. French, eds.
Rituals of Rule, Rituals of Resistance: Public Ceremonies and Popular Culture in Mexico
(Wilmington: Scholarly Resources, 1994), p. 178.
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and relate the person in symbolically significant ways to the national culture.""
With this index as a guide, Porfirian advertisements become cultural dociraients.
The images that are created are multifaceted and layered with different messages. In his
examination of U.S. advertising from 1920 until 1940, Roland Marchand contended that
advertisers perceived that people did not want ads to reflect exactly their lives or the
broader society. Ads served not as a true mirror, but rather as a zerrspiegel, a fun house
mirror that distorts and enhances certain facets of society.'® Moreover, Marchand
concluded that most ads depicted upper and upper-middle class America thus providing
"life as it ought to be" for the majority of consumers who "would rather identify with
scenes of higher status then ponder reflections of their actual lives."" Such is true for
Porfirian ads as well.
Additionally, advertisements communicated certain assimiptions regarding social
values by using images and ideas about what society should be. In the United States, ads
"dramatized the American dream,in Mexico they demonstrated what Beezley called
the "Porfirian persuasion," the elite's attitudes and activities "that made up a belief in

"Schudson,

the Uneasy Persuasion" p. 156.

'^Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for
Modernity, 1920-1940 (Berkeley; University of California Press, 1985), p. xvii.
"Ibid.
""Ibid., p. xviii.
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progress and efficiency regarded as modern."^'
In attempting to recreate this past through advertisements, Marchand offered a
caveat for scholars who view ads as historical documents:
Advertisements merely share the characteristics of many other suspect
forms of evidence about popular attitudes: we do not know exactly why
they were popular or successful; we do not know if audiences shared or
adopted the ideas presented; and we have reasons to suspect that the
authors [advertisers] had motives and biases that did not completely
coincide with those of the audience [readers].^
While such an admonition highlights some obvious concerns, nevertheless, ads
provide a wealth of information and clues to a particular society. We may not know why
an ad or product was popular but advertisements "do reveal what products and services
were sold during a given era, when new products first attained mass distribution, and
what explanations and suggestions were offered for their use."^ Moreover, we can
further expand this use by analyzing two, flmdamental discourses present in advertising,
the primary one and a secondary one.""* The primary discourse is the message an
advertisement openly conveys about a product or service. The secondary discourse are
those ideas and messages about a given society and culture contained in an ad. These are
revealed in the context of the explanation as to how a product works. As William O'Barr
^'Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club, p. 6.
"Marchand, Advertising the American Dream, p. xviii.
"Ibid., p. xix.
"''See William M. O'Barr, Culture and the Ad: Exploring Otherness in the World
of Advertising (Boulder: Westview Press, 1994), p. 3.
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explained:
In depicting the context of use of a commodity, the advertisements also
depict a number of things about society, such as who does the laundry,
who prepares breakfast while someone else sits at the table, and who
drives and who rides as passengers in a car."
In examining these two discourses, O'Barr established three analytical questions
that help the historian best use ads to capture an accurate picture of a given society.^®
First, how are people characterized in terms of social categories? In the case of Porfirian
ads, one might ask how are women portrayed? How are foreigners presented? How are
elites distingmshed from other Mexicans? Second, how do people in a particular social
category relate to others? As O'Barr explained: "What emerges from this second
question is an understanding of the ideas about appropriate and idealized social relations
in which people in the constructed category operate. Advertising first defines the
category, but it quickly moves to place it in a social context."" Finally, because social
relations are seldom equal, how are these relationships depicted?
Studying advertisements as historical and cultural docimients brings us back to
that fimdamental question about the role of the press in general. In this case, do
advertisements shape society or merely reflect it? O'Barr provides a way to comprehend
this ambivalence:

^Ibid.
-®Ibid., pp. 3-4.
"Ibid., p. 4.
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Depictions of society in advertisements have their bases in the social
order, and the social order is continually recreated by reference to ideals in
advertisements and elsewhere about what it should be."^*
With this theoretical base as a guide, we begin our analysis of Porfirian ads with
an examination of patent medicine advertisements.

Patent Medicine Ads
Patent medicines - trademarked medicine that can be bought without a doctor's
prescription ~ became the leading advertisers in Mexico City newspapers during the
Porfiriato. Pills, tonics, syrups and even electric belts were promoted in these
advertisements, promising to cure everything from typhus and cholera to syphilis and
impotency. Moreover, the vast majority of these medicines were marketed by U.S. and
European companies, which raises the question of outside influence in manipialating
social and cultural mores. Were products pushed on unsuspecting Mexicans by foreign
medicine producers? Or, did Mexicans simply respond to opportimities for medical cures
just as Americans and Europeans did in the late nineteenth century? Analysis and
comparisons of these advertisements tend to support the latter.
The phenomenon of nostrum advertising began in the United States in the 1830s
and 1840s in that coimtry's penny press. It was one of the earliest sources of national
advertisement in the United States and, by the end of the nineteenth century, patent

-®Ibid., p. 4.
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medicine ads provided one-third of all ad revenue profits.^' A large part of this success
lay in efforts by manufacturers to get their ads into every community in the United States
and expand their markets to other countries.^® Mexico became a lucrative market for
many of these medicines; yet, their appearance in the Mexican newspapers also spawned
Mexican-produced medicines to compete.
The growth and iimovation of patent medicine advertisements occurred out of
necessity. To compete in this growing market, manufacturers had to be known by name.
Lavish and ingenious marketing accomplished this through a variety of innovations and
techniques that have since become advertising basics. The use of repetition and
alliteration in advertising copy, unique type faces, illustrations, trademarks and
testimonials were all first utilized in patent medicine ads of the late nineteenth century.^'
Patent medicine advertising, however, became the trendsetter for another reason, as U.S.
historian James Harvey Young explained:
Another reason for pioneering by patent medicine promoters in the
psychology of advertising lay in the goal of the customers. They wanted to
regain or to preserve their health. Problems relating to disease are
complex, and the thinking about them in the nineteenth century was
extremely confused. There was more to the matter than whether a hat fit

^®See James Harvey Yoimg, The Toadstool Millionaires: A Social History of
Patent Medicines in America before Federal Regulation (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1961), p. 81, and Charles Goodrum and Helen Dakymple, Advertising in America:
The First 200 Years (New York: Harry N,. Abrams, Inc., 1990), p. 17.
^"Goodrum and Dalrymple, Advertising in America, p. 29.
^'Young, The Toadstool Millionaires, pp. 166-167.
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or an ax cut. These circumstances gave the remedy makers plenty of
elbow room for subtlety
This subtlety came in various shades as patent medicine ads in Mexico City
newspapers attest. Tonics and pills represented the bulk of patent medicines promoted
during this time. For example, ads for Hostetters Celebrated Stomach Bitters were
popular throughout the Porfiriato. This tonic, first bottled in Pittsburgh in 1853, was a
leading U.S. patent medicine actively marketed in Mexico. As one ad^^ maintained, these
stomach bitters offered to cure various ailments of the digestive system from constipation
to indigestion: "An effective and prompt cure where other remedies fail." In addition,
the ad claimed the bitters cured malaria. What exactly did bitters contain to merit such
results? An analysis of the bitters by the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1883
revealed the contents as 4 percent herbal oils and extracts, 39 percent alcohol and 64
percent water.^"
Ethyl alcohol appears to be a significant ingredient in most tonics and liquid
medicines of this era, comprising 20 to 40 percent of the mixture. Moreover, in addition
to alcohol and herbs, many of these tonics contained laudanum, cocaine and opium.^®
While modem medical knowledge clearly demonstrates the questionable use of such

''Ibid., p. 166.
"D/ar/o del Hogar, January 8,1901.
Young, The Toadstool Millionaires, p. 129.
'^Goodrum and Dalrymple, Advertising in America, pp. 28-29.
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"medicines" in curing particular ailments or diseases, enough alcohol or other pain-killing
drug certainly would ease the pain or discomfort.
Another popular patent medicine was Emulsion de Scott, the well-known Scott's
cod-liver oil, manufactured in New York. An ad for Emulsion de Scott purported to cure
"tuberculosis, scrofula [tuberculosis of the glands], anemia, chronic rheumatism, rickets
in children, afflictions of the throat and lungs and all forms of exhaustion."^® Another ad
for Emulsion de Scott, warning against imitations, claimed: "A bottle of Scott's
completely cures in many cases, while an imitation can worsen the problem."^' Such
techniques as this attempted to build name recognition and confidence in a product while
denigrating the competition.
In addition to the U.S. patent medicines, capital newspapers often carried ads for
French companies.^* For example, the Anti-phlegmatic Elixir Tonic of Dr. Guillie^'
billed itself as one of the most economic purgatives and "the best remedy against all
illnesses caused by bile and phlegm." It claimed to cure liver and stomach ailments, gout,
rheumatism, fever, dysentery, colds and flu, diseases of the skin and intestinal worms.
Another French tonic, Laroche Fortified Wine, promised "new vitality" [emphasis in

El Partido Liberal, September 3,1896.
^^Diario del Hogar, January 22, 1901.
^^U.S. and French companies were the leading patent medicine makers in Porfirian
ads.
Mundo, January 2,1906.
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advertisement] and improved blood circulation. "Laroche Fortified Wine is principally
prescribed in cases of anemia, chlorosis, pale coloring, general weakness, exhaustion,
post-partum conditions, convalescence, lack of development and infections." Fortified
wine was merely wine that had been strengthened with alcohol. Such innocuous
subterfiige, couched in medical terms, merely promoted alcohol consumption without the
stigma of open consumption.
Pills were also promoted to treat a variety of maladies. Dr. Ayer's pills
represented one of the largest patent manufacturers in the United States. Ads promised
the pills would cure headaches, constipation, jaundice, rheumatism, neuralgia, colds and
"all disorders of the digestive organs.""*" The major ingredient, according to the
advertisement, was a vegetable laxative. Dr. Ayer's Pills "produce effects, although rapid
and complete, are smooth and without interruption, expelling all the obstructions . . .
without causing disagreeable consequences." Obviously, Dr. Ayer's pills were merely
laxatives that, while they might cure constipation, were not capable of fiilfiUing other
claims.'"
Another popular U.S.-manufactured pill were Dr. Williams' Pink Pills, promoted
for pale persons ("para personas pdlidas"). Geared toward women and children, these
pills were meant to cure anemia and weakness, afflictions associated in the late nineteenth

"•"Ibid., January 4,1906.
""The Ayers Company of Lowell, Massachusetts had numerous products that it
advertised in Mexico, including a hair coloring.
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century with these two groups. According to one ad, the Pink Pills had a proven success
rate in curing 14,000 cases of lethargy and melancholia.''^ Another pill promised to
"purify the blood, activate digestion, and clean the stomach and intestine'"*^ and another
billed itself as a vomitive-purgative that was "good in all climates and in all seasons.""'''
Like their U.S. counterparts, French-made pills also abounded in Porfirian
advertisements. "Cocame Midy" throat lozenges were touted to cure laryngitis, tonsillitis
and other throat ilhiesses. "Indispensable for professors, preachers, lawyers and singers.""^
While it is impossible to cure tonsillitis with cocaine, it nonetheless could make one feel
better. The True Moussette Pills promised to calm and cure neurological and
gastrological pains. The ad made a point of prescribing the dosage, which called for three
pills to be taken the first day; one in the morning, one at noon and one at night. Six pills
the second day and every day thereafter until symptoms disappeared."'® Patients were
admonished not to take more than six per day. And, Mathey-Cylus Capsules claimed to
be prescribed by medical professors and doctors in Paris, London and New York for the
rapid cure of gonorrhea, cystitis and diseases of the bladder and urinary tract. "Each

Tiempo, January 11, 1900.
"•^See ad for Brandreth Pills in El Mundo, January 2, 1906.
"'"'See ad for Mallen Pills in Gil Bias Comico, June 29,1896.
*^El Tiempo, August 25,1906.
Prensa, May 2,1885.
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bottle contains detailed instructions.These last two examples raise the issue that
critics so often complained about: the problems associated with self-medication. Who is
responsible when drugs containing potentially harmful and addicting substances are so
readily and easily available? As in the United States, Mexican newspapers adopted a
caveat emptor stance toward patent medicine ads."*^ Obviously, since newspapers relied
heavily on these types of ads for revenue, they were not going to bite the hand that fed
it."" [For examples of patent medicine ads, see Figures 11 and 12.]
To compete in this lucrative industry, Mexican drugstores and pharmacies created
their own patent medicines. For example, the Universal Van de Wyngaert drugstore in
Mexico City produced its own digestive pills that "give exactly the same result as the
Vichy Pills."^" Such efforts reflected the economic power patent medicines had in
Mexico and demonstrated high consxmier interest and use of these products by Mexicans.
Besides tonics and pills, ads promoted medical apparatus to cure the ills of

Voz de Mexico, January 1, 1880.
"^Young, The Toadstool Millionaires, p. 82.
""Unlike in Mexico, U.S. muckraking journalists during the Progressive Era
helped bring an end to unlicensed patent medicines. The culmination of this fight was the
Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, which federally regulated all medicines. (Ibid., p. 205,
pp. 244-247). No such strenuous legislation occurred in Mexico, which explains why
medicines are so readily available today.
^°El Nacional, September 1, 1883.
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Mexico City residents. Many of these devices utilized electricity, which captured the
imagination of many in the Western world. One popular item discovered in Mexico City
ads was the electric belt. An early example were the electro-voltaic and magnetic belts
and apparatus of Dr. Bryan of New York.^' Claiming irrefutable testimony, this
equipment purported to cure: weakness of the nervous system, epilepsy, liver disease,
impotency, hysteria, nervousness, general bad health, consumption, urinary diseases,
exhaustion, neuralgia, constipation, back pain, female diseases, heart diseases, lung
diseases, paralysis, melancholia, muscular weakness and premature decline of health.
Another electric belt manufacturer — Dr. S.S. Hall's Electro-Medical Institute ~ also
promised to be a cure-all.^^ In addition to those previously cited, this company claimed
electricity would cure cancer, bladder and prostate diseases, syphilis, skin diseases,
tumors, alcoholism, intestinal parasites and morphine addiction. Such claims were not
unique to Mexico City residents. The advent of electricity in home and industry spawned
staunch support and belief that it would solve all illness and affliction. Doctors in the
United States and Europe employed such devices on their own patients and merely
exported these beliefs and products to other countries.
In claiming such miraculous cures, many of these patent medicine manufacturers
employed testimonials in their ads, thus adopting another basic advertising technique.

^^LaPatria, January 3,1882.
Imparcial, February 28,1904.
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These U.S. and European companies found Mexicans willing to give testimony of their
own experiences with the medicine or product. For example, the ad for Dr. S.S. Hall
Electro-Medical Institute included the testimony of seven Mexicans along with illustrated
drawings of each person. Marcelina Di'az of Morelia wrote that she had been cured of
painful rheumatism that had kept her bedridden for thirteen months. Lorenzo M. Urmtia
of Guanajuato claimed he was cured of both paralysis on his right side and a bad case of
syphilis. And, Juan M. Ortega of Mexico City, wrote that even though it was painful to
discuss publicly, he had recovered from impotency and a nervous condition brought on by
excessive work. "... I feel in my heart a gratitude without limit that you have freed me
from such pain." He continued: "Although I am sufficiently known, I will give you my
portrait ... to publish it . .

This public confession of sexual impotence by a man

in a staunchly masculine society such as Mexico is remarkable. Such testimony whether fabricated or not — attests to the extent patent medicine manufacturers would go
to sell their products.
Other patent medicine producers used this same advertising innovation. Foster
Pills ran an ad with the testimony of Senora Inocencia Acevedo of Mexico City, who
suffered from kidney and back pain that was "indescribable."^"* She claimed she was

"Ibid. The makers of the Electric Belt of Dr. M.A. McLaughlin ran daily
testimonial ads from January through April 1900 praising its ability to cure a variety of
ailments. For an example, see El Tiempo, January 12,1900.
Tiempo, January 21,1905.

200

cured of the painful attacks within a week of taking the pills. Her testimony was
accompanied by an illustration showing a well-dressed woman being comforted by a
well-dressed man. The woman was in obvious pain. Such an illustration demonstrated
that testimonials were not collected "off the street," but rather represented respected
members of society, upper and upper-middle class individuals. [See Figure 13]
A study of these patent medicine ads reveals a curious surprise. As shown in the
previously discussed ads, certain personal medical conditions were not taboo for Porfirian
audiences. Sexual dysfunction and sexually transmitted diseases were discussed in ads as
often as remedies for colds or headaches. Such an open discussion reveals another
important element of patent medicines. These ads represented the ideal forum to reach an
audience that, out of embarrassment, might not seek treatment from a physician. The
regular appearance of such ads reflects both the level of concern in society for such
problems as well as a market for such cures. A small ad in 1883 in El Nacional attests to
this market:
Debility. Impotence. Against these calamities we counsel the use of
Thompson's Regenerating Drops. They have proven and obtained most
satisfactory results. The legitimate Thompson Drops are found for sale in
the Gran Drogueria del Puente . . . Price, $4.50 per bottle."^^
If liquid medicine was not to one's liking, the Specific Pills of Dr. A. Murrieta Barrientos
promised a "radical cure" for impotency and sexual neurosis. These pills, however, were

El Nacional, September 1, 1883.
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Fig. 13. £/ Correo de Chihuahua. This national ad from 1905 substituted a testimonial
from a woman in Chihuahua City, who praised Foster Pills.
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more expensive, selling for $30 pesos per dozen.^® A six-inch by six-inch ad in the upper
right comer of page five in the January 10,1906 El Imparcial fiirther demonstrates such
straight forward views on this particular medical condition;
Have you noticed that your sexual power is declining or has declined,
without apparent motive that can be explained, do not abandon yourself in
this state; it is as important to conserve sexual health as it is general health,
because that reflects intimately on the entire nervous system . . . sexual
debility transforms the man, making him impotent and useless, and for the
woman. . . nervous and hysterical, making both disgraced and for a great
number of patients leads in the end to insanity, paralysis, melancholia,
epilepsy . . . those consequences are avoided and easily cured with the
constant use . . . ofthe great nerve tonic Cerebrina Cordial Wine of Dr.
Ulrici of New York."
While the use of alcohol to cure impotency is dubious at best^® this ad demonstrates a
direct approach to a problem that plagued men in all societies. What is significant is that
the ad is not buried on a back page, but located in a prominent place in the newspaper.
For those whose medical problem was not impotency, but rather syphilis and other
venereal diseases, a variety of patent medicine cures could be found in newspaper ads.
For example, one cure, which guaranteed results in fifteen to forty-five days, was offered
through mail order.^' The use of the mail to diagnose and prescribe medicine indicates
two aspects of the patent medicine phenomenon. A company's offer to diagnose syphilis
Pais, February 24,1905.
El Imparcial, January 10, 1906.
^'Medical science has shown that alcohol actually suppresses the sex drive, rather
than increasing it.
^'See Gil Bias, July 25,1895, and El Democrata, September 3, 1895.
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via written correspondence attests to the duplicitous nature of this industry as well as the
privacy of one who suffered from a sexually transmitted disease might desire. In another
case, Jose Maria Amezcua Moreno guaranteed his medicine to cure in fifteen to thirty
days numerous maladies, including syphilis, gonorrhea and female ailments. Amezcua
Moreno, who was not identified as a doctor, was open for consultations from 8 a.m. until
noon and from 2 p.m. to 6 p.m. daily. The opportunities patent medicine offered often
led to quackery such as this.
Another medical condition of a very personal nature, but which patent medicine
manufacturers regularly marketed, were cures for hemorrhoids. Dr. Pomposo Patino, an
anti-hemorrhoidal specialist, provided a medicine that was "infallible" and would
radically cure hemorrhoids without surgery.®" Another ad promised to cure hemorrhoids
by using magnolia balsam.®' And, after the turn of the century, the Elixir de Virginia, a
French medicine, was touted as the newest treatment for those suffering from what "no
one likes to speak about.""
Advertisements for medicines and cures also competed with ads for physicians
and dentists. Dr. Ignacio Maldonado y Moron, a children's specialist, augmented his
practice through the services of Dr. Ramon Pardo, whose specialty was stomach ailments.

^La Patria, January 3,1882.
Nacional, September 1,1883.
"See El Pais, February 24, 1905, and El Mundo, January 5, 1906.
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Daily consultations were from 9 a.m. until I p.m. and 3 p.m. until 8 p.m. Moreover, on
Saturdays, consultations and medicine were free to the poor.®^

Such an ad represented

the very best medical opportunities in Mexico City at the time. The very worst is
exemplified in an ad by Dr. Carlos Olvera, who diagnosed and treated typhus, syphilis,
alcoholism, lung diseases, women's diseases and children through the mail."
In her study of the history of dentist advertisements in Mexican newspapers in the
nineteenth century, Clementina Di'az y de Ovando found that dentists, in addition to
promoting their practice, employed advertisements to educate the public in caring for
teeth. They also used testimonials to demonstrate their credentials and abilities." A
common technique in dentist ads was to identify a particular dentist with his training in
the United States or Europe. Such was the case with Dr. Rafael del Rio Rico, a dental
surgeon who studied in New York.^ Another ad identified Dr. Pedro C. Hinojosa as
studying in Mexico and New York. Hinojosa offered "the most modem procedures" and
the best dental instruments.®' [For examples, see Figures 14 and 15.]

Partido Liberal, September 10,1896.
^El Imparcial, February 28, 1904.
"Clementina Di'az y de Ovando, Odontologia y publicidad en la prensa mexicana
del siglo XIXUNAM, 1990), p. 6.
^El Partido Liberal, September 3,1896.
"Diario del Hogar, November 3,1896.
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Fig. 15. Diario del Hogar, September 14,1886. This ad also attests to the U.S. training
of Dr. Joseph Spyer.
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This analysis of patent medicine ads published in Mexico City during the
Porfiriato reveals important aspects about the changing role of advertising in Mexican
journalism as well as information about Mexican society and the ways it viewed health
and physical well-being. To expand this portrait, we turn to advertisements of other
consumer goods.

Consumer Goods and the Ad
While patent medicine ads may have lead the way in innovations and new
techniques, a discussion of other consumer goods advertised in capital newspapers further
illustrates how this mediimi influenced and reflected Porfirian society. This section
focuses on those foreign-made products that demonstrated for Mexicans what was
"modem" or new, providing the basis for Beezley's Porfirian persuasion.
Those Mexicans with economic and political power interpreted the nation's
progress as inintrinsically linked to technology. This "panacea of the age"®* created an
eager market in Mexico for U.S.- and European-manufactured products. Capital
newspapers were full of advertisements for Edison phonographs,®' RCA Victrolas™ and
Remington typewriters." Local agents used these brand names to position themselves in
®®Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club, p. 67.
Tiempo, March 16,1905.
Imparcial, February 28, 1904.
Monitor (del Pueblo), January 3, 1888.

208

the market. For example, the Mexico City agent for RCA Victor claimed in an ad that the
Victor Victrola was: "The only perfect gramophone, only this agency is consigned the
artistic repertoire of the newest records played in the principal capitals of the world."^
Such a statement directly appealed to capital residents whose growing self-esteem saw
Mexico City as a leading city of the world. And, an ad for Oliver typewriters asserted in
1905 that "more than 1,000 persons use the Oliver in Mexico City, and they will tell you
that it is the best in the world."" Both these ads illustrate two important aspects in the
promotion of foreign-made goods: the inherent quality associated with a foreign-made
product and the fact that it was appreciated worldwide.
Household appliances that made life easier and more enjoyable were also popular
items advertised to capital residents. Singer Sewing Machines,''' French handcranked ice
cream makers'' and water filters'® are just a sample of the plethora of products found in
Porfirian advertisements. Many of these ads used European and U.S. product awards as a
means of promoting the quality of a particular good. For example, an ad for siphons and
apparatus that produced gas drinks listed the international awards the product had
garnered, including the Gold Medal from the Amsterdam World Exhibition of 1883.

''^El Imparcial, February 28,1904.
^El Tiempo, January 1,1905.
Tiempo, January 29,1905.
^^Diario del Hogar, November 3,1896.
Mundo, January 3, 1906.
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Moreover, the products were trimmed in "superior English metal."" A further
demonstration is illustrated in an 1887 ad for the U.S.-manufactured Mackinaw
refrigerator:
Best Family Refrigerator in the World. 'Mackinaw* Dry Air Refrigerator.
Beautifiilly painted with lustrous or bronze locks and steel shelves. It is
the best in refrigeration and conservation. Solid workmanship and finish .
. . It is entirely dry ... it produces very little frost. It has double walls,
78

The appeal of a refrigerator was two-fold for Mexico City residents. First, such an
appliance represented the epitome of modem technology by allowing for food
preservation in the home. Secondly, it ended food spoilage in a city that for centuries had
been a notorious problem.
In addition to appliances, newspaper ads listed items solely for enjoyment or
entertainment such as Sterling pianos" ~ "The most popular piano in the Americas" ~ the
Monarch billiard table®" and Columbia bicycles.*' Sport and recreation represented the
best examples of how elite Mexicans adopted U.S. and European traits in pursuit of the
Porfirian persuasion.^ An ad for Spaulding sports equipment in 1905 told readers of

^La Prensa, May 3,1885.
^*Diario del Hogar, may 29,1887.
Democrata, September 3,1895.
^El Imparcial, January 25,1895.
Universal, August 1,1895.
*^See Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club, pp. 13-66.
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Semanario Ilustrado de El Tiempo that a mention of the ad entitled them to a free
catalogue.*^ Among the sports items listed were equipment for cricket, tennis, golf,
croquet, boxing, baseball, football, roller skating and shooting. [For example of
consumer goods, see Figure 16.]
Other efforts manifesting the Porfirian persuasion can be found in ads promoting
music lessons for children,®^ a gallery selling busts and statues®^ and photography
studios.*® One photography studio advertised its equipment and services as on par with
the best U.S. and European studios. "Our clients will find a local photography studio,
with all the elegance and taste the cultured Mexican requires.""
Imitation of foreign styles carried over into fashion and other methods of
unproving one's appearance with European- or U.S.-made cosmetics. The ability to buy
"ready-made clothing helped extend and democratize fashion."*® Previously, fashion was
the purview of the wealthy. Mass production of clothing allowed middle and even

Semanario Ilustrado de El Tiempo, April 23,1905.
^La Voz de Mexico, January 1,1908.
^^El Imparcial, February 28, 1904.
*®See La Discusion, February 12,1888, and El Universal, April 2,1893.
"£/ Universal, April 2,1893.
*®Schudson,

the Uneasy Persuasion,'p'p. 156-157.
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goods that were nationally advertised in Mexico. The Victrola ad illustrates attempts by
Mexican merchants to tie foreign-produced goods into local markets. In this case, the
local dealer provided a catalogue of Mexican gramaphone records.

212

working class Mexicans to wear the latest fashions or facsimiles from Paris, London and
New York. Women could buy the latest and best quality English and French cashmere
cloth at the Au Louvre store®' or a Royal Worcester Corset "with the famous adjustable
girdle" at Bon Ton Corsets.'" Men could buy a tailor-made suit at Club Frances de
Trajes" or purchase "masculine articles of the highest quality, only found in the High Life
[store].Moreover, establishments abounded throughout the capital offering everything
from hats'^ to umbrellas'^ to complete one's ensemble.
Perhaps the best representation of the impact of mass produced clothing and
accessories is found in the advent of the department store. One of the earliest Mexico
City department stores, Palacio de Hierro,'^operated in a five-story building in the heart of
the capital. A half-page ad from 1895 illustrates the wide selection of goods it sold.'®
Among those items advertised were the latest cloth from Paris and London including
crepes, silks and chiffon; the latest designs in lace night gowns; French hair brushes.

Universal, April 2, 1893.
'°£"/ Imparcial, January 25,1910.
"£/ Universal, April 2, 1893.
'^Mexico Nuevo, April 1, 1909.
Patria, January 3, 1882.
'^Ibid., April 4,1893.
'^Palacio de Hierro still operates in Mexico City.
Universal, July 28, 1895.
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purses and wallets; and newly arrived perfumes. A shopper would also find carpet,
furniture and articles of devotion such as crucifixes and prayer books.
The store promoted itself as the place where the prices of all goods were clearly
marked and fixed, "a recognized system like those most favored by buyers." This method
represented the new, modem way of buying and selling. No longer would one bargain in
the traditional maimer to purchase merchandise. The fixed price established a new
system for commerce, eliminating the old and backward means of transactions.
Moreover, Palacio de Hierro desired customers from beyond Mexico City. To lure those
living outside the capital, the store would reimburse transportation costs to those who
spent more than $50 pesos."
In addition to clothes and accessories, cosmetics and other means of improving
one's personal appearance were frequently advertised. Everything from products like
perfume, hair coloring and cremes to hair salons and pills to create better breasts were
promoted for the Mexican woman. The Universal Perfumery offered the latest fragrances
from around the world,'* El Agua Salles covered grey hair instantaneously,'' La Crema
Rosada promised to give women velvety and young skin"" and the Comercio Hair Salon

''Ibid.
93, December 8,1892.
Tiempo, January 21, 1905.
^°°El Mundo, January 3, 1906.
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offered the latest French hair styles."" And, a bottle of "Pilules Orientales" claimed to
give a woman beautiful breasts in just two months.'"^
While foreign products such as clothing and cosmetics helped define what was
modem for Mexicans, foreign technology became the means to transform society.
Advertisements for agricultural and industrial equipment promoted the very latest
technological advances. While many foreign manufacturers had to adjust their designs to
accommodate those workers who balked at the modem equipment, advertisements for
these products filled capital newspapers.'"^ U.S.-manufactured farm equipment from
threshing machines to plows to mills

was advertised as the latest design with the best

quality craftsmanship and promoted as indispensable for the modem farm, ranch or
hacienda. Other technologies advertised included steam-powered engines,'"' mbber
roofing'"® and distillation equipment.'"'
While it may appear that almost all ads touted only foreign-produced consumer
goods, Mexican-produced goods such as tobacco and beer vied for their market share in

Pais, January 1, 1893.
^°^Mexico Nuevo, June 16,1909.
'"^See Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club, pp. 72-85.
Nacional, January 1,1889.
Prensa, May 2, 1885.
Universal, April 2, 1893.
'"'£/ Nacional, January 1,1889.
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capital newspaper advertisements. Tobacco had been grown in Mexico for centuries prior
to the arrival of Europeans and smoking was a widely diffiised custom by the nineteenth
century. Tobacco advertisements, restrained before 1900, became part of a heated
competition after the turn of the century between the three main Mexican tobacco
companies: La Cigarrera Mexicana, La Tabacalera Mexicana and El Buen Tono, which
was headed by Ernesto Pugibet.'"* A marketing war developed that included distribution
of free samples, free film showings and lotteries all offered to the public. Pugibet led the
way m marketing gimmicks, which included a dirigible and an airplane brought to
Mexico City to promote his brands."" [For an example of Pugibet's marketing, see Figure
17.]
In addition to the advertising by foreign alcohol producers like Anheuser-Busch
Brewers"" and Canadian Club Whiskey,"' Mexican manufacturers competed with their
own ads. For example, the Toluca Beer Brewery regiilarly advertised after the turn of the
century on the front page of El Tiempo, on the right side of the newspaper's nameplate. In
1905, this front-page ad read:
All the brands of Toluca beer have been created by the same brewery,

""Morgan, "Proletariates, Politicos and Patriarchs," pp. 154-155.
'"^Ibid. The airplane subsequently crashed, its small motor unable to handle the
high altitude of Mexico City.
"°£/ Universal, January 10, 1893.
El Popular, May 19, 1897.
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Fig. 17. El Correo de Chihuahua, September 27,1904. This whimsical ad was an
example of innovative marketing that Ernesto Pugibet used to promote his tobacco
brands.
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never using brands from other areas. The credibility they enjoy is because
of this.
While Mexican-produced goods shared the advertising spotlight with foreign
competition, the bulk of advertising found in capital newspapers represented U.S. and
European manufacturers who where expanding their markets. The result of mass
production and mass marketing coupled with elite and middle class views that modem
technology and manufactured goods were the epitome of progress and prosperity created
a consumer culture that endures today.

The transformation of the traditional Mexico into a modem, technologically
advanced society complete with the latest gadgets and gizmos reflects the efforts of the
wealthy and powerful to ape U.S. and European trends. During the Porfiriato, newspaper
advertisements were the cheerleaders, promoters and hucksters of this image to achieve
modernity and prosperity. Their growth in size and importance attests to the power of the
medium itself and its almost single-handed creation of a consumer culture. As historical
documents, Porfirian ads have allowed us to glimpse this transforming process from the
front row.

Tiempo, January 1, 1905.
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Conclusion
. . . t h e m o s tf u n d a m e n t a l q u e s t i o n s o f s o c i e t y ~ t h o s e c o n c e r n i n g t h e
distribution and exercise of power, the management of problems and the
processes of integration and change — all turn on communication,
especially the messages carried by the public means of communication,
whether in the form of information, opinion, stories or entertainment.
Denis McQuail, Mass Communication Theory

Daily newspapers and other periodicals in Mexico City represented the central
medium of public communication during the Porfiriato for capital residents. Journalistic
influence also stretched to the states and provincial cities. For the historian of this
important and transforming epoch, newspapers serve as multi-layered cultural documents,
providing a rich source waiting to be mined. As cultural and historical documents,
newspapers "reflect the expectation of the public as a whole and of other social
institutions (such as politics, government, law, religion and the economy)."' Or, to use
metaphorical language, newspapers serve as cultural mirrors, providing images that allow
us to see, interpret and understand a particular society at a particular moment in time.
This study has probed and extracted several fundamental facets of Porfirian society: its
inherently contentious nature, the perceived divergent social and political problems
Mexico City residents faced and the physical and mental changes modernization brought
to the nation. Moreover, the diverse newspapers that comprised the Porfirian press
'McQuail, Mass Communication Theory, p. 11.
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created varied and disparate perspectives of Mexico and Mexicans in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.
Three distinct types of newspapers existed during all thirty-five years of the
Porfiriato: pro-government subsidized liberal newspapers, independent liberal
newspapers and independent conservative newspapers. The irony here is that while
Porfirio Diaz tried to control the Mexican press that up until his administration had been
either liberal or conservative, his subsidies further fractured the press into these three
identifiable segments. While government subsidies can be credited with forcing old-style
political newspapers into modem, informative periodicals, they did not create a cohesive
and unified press. Moreover, Diaz's attempts to control this institution forced a new
schism between the independent and government-subsidized liberal newspapers while at
times bringing independent liberal and conservative periodicals together in an uneasy, but
necessary, alliance as a means to survive.
The very nature of a national press composed of three divergent views prompts a
re-evaluation of the notion of "the press" as a singular institution of society, or at least of
Mexican society. Is it a mistake to view Mexico City newspapers as a single institution in
the face of evidence that clearly shows major differences in thought and philosophy that
all too often were resolved in duels? Or, can the press, as a single institution, exist and
operate in society yet be comprised of varied factions with different world views? A
review of the five basic roles the press plays in society generally and how it operated in
Porfirian Mexico City specifically will clarify this ambivalence.
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First, the press serves as a power resource with the potential to influence and
shape society. Within Porfirian society the three factions of the press understood this role
and took this responsibility very seriously. The pro-government, subsidized newspapers,
such as El Imparcial, saw their purpose in concert with efforts by Di'az and the cienti'ficos
to facilitate the modernization of Mexico. El Imparcial came to represent the epitome of
a modem newspaper. Moreover, Rafael Reyes Spmdola almost single-handedly brought
Mexican joumalism into the twentieth century. Yet, the independent newspapers — both
liberal and conservative — did not abdicate this role either. The liberal periodical El Hijo
del Ahuizote never wavered from its promotion of democracy and other nineteenthcentury political principles. Not did the conservative El Tiempo surrender its support of
Roman Catholicism as the true course for Mexico.
Second, the press represents the arena where the social, economic and political
events of society were publicly acted out. Perhaps no where else in the late nineteenth
century were the events so actively, colorfully and forcefully portrayed as on the pages of
Mexico City newspapers. Contentious, humorous, combative, condescending and
bellicose most accurately describe the character and tone of this public arena. Regardless
of its political stance or its financial relationship with the federal government, Porfirian
newspapers were not staid nor ever boring. This open sphere represents for the historian
a stage where words and ideas were given their debut. Sometimes the performance was
calm and sedate; at other times it was loud and boisterous. Newspapers were most
passionate when they took on the social and philosophical issues of the day. This theater
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of words, photographs, illustrations and caricatures provide the historian with a wellrounded picture of Porfirian society.
Third, the press is the source for the definitions and images of the shared social
reality. For the Porfirian press in Mexico City, that source was multiple and conflictive.
The definitions and images that comprised Mexican society can be identified in these
newspapers, but their benefit or contribution to Mexico was usually a debatable topic.
For example, the concept of positivism was actively promoted by the Di'az administration
especially in the area of education. As a result, positivism was discussed in periodicals as
an ideal and a reality — it also was both decried and championed by Porfirian journalists.
On an intellectual level, newspapers were the source for such definitions, yet, depending
on which paper one read, the images were not identical.
Four, the press defines fame or celebrity status in a society. Porfirian newspapers,
regardless of politics, designated who was important in Mexico City in editorials, news
articles, gossip snippets, photographs, illustrations and caricatures. Porfirio Dfaz, his
cabinet members, the Mexican bullfighter Ponciano Diaz and other dignitaries and
celebrities were promoted, criticized, ridiculed and idolized on the pages of Mexico City
periodicals. More importantly, journalists reserved some fame for themselves. It was
common to read news about the fortunes or misfortunes of Mexico City newspapermen.
These journalists also served as subjects of the caricaturist's pen, sometimes represented
in a flattering light and other times in the most denigrating parody. [See Fig. 18 and 19]
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Figvire 18. Mexico Grdfico, March 30, 1890. This flattering front-page illustration of
Apolinar Castillo, editor of El Partido Liberal and frequent president of the Prensa
Asociada, represented Mexico Grdfico's pro-government stance. Castillo was a long-time
supporter of Diaz.
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Figure 19. Mexico Grdfico, June 5, 1892. This front-page caricature of Victoriano
Agueros, editor of El Tiempo, shows a less flattering portrait of the often anti-Porfirian
and pro-Catholic journalist. The sign he's carrying reads: "The prominent articles [of El
Tiempo] are not subject to beatings nor challenges [as in duels] ~ El Tiempo does not
accept such claims." Underneath the drawing, reads: "Prudence is never fearful." This
sentiment reflects Agueros' claim never to accept challenges to duels based on religious
reasons. That, of course, did not stop his bellicose and combative nature from showing
through in his newspapers.
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Finally, the press sets the parameters for what is normal and abnormal in society.
Because of the differences in Porfirian newspapers, what was "normal," and in
contradiction "abnormal," were not necessarily agreed-on terms. The advent of
sensationalized news stories and the success of the prensa pequena stretched the
boundaries of acceptable journalism. Yet, by doing so, they also broadened the
acceptable public discourse. And, depending on one's own political or religious beliefs,
one could choose a corresponding newspaper, which would set the appropriate social
parameters. This notion of social appropriateness can also be analyzed beyond the
editorial matter and polemics through advertisements, which represented perhaps the best
barometer of social acceptability. Astonishingly, we encounter not only general health
concerns of Mexicans through studying ads, but the very personal issues of sexual
dysfunction and disease. Moreover, ads promoted and encouraged the active
consumption of products and services that made life easier and more enjoyable and set
the tone for conspicuous consumption among Mexicans.
This portrait of the Porfirian press clarifies the role of the institution of the press
while maintaining the unique character of Mexican journalism during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. We clearly see how the institution of the press operated in
Porfirian Mexico by reflecting and shaping the values, beliefs and mores of Mexican
society. Yet, we are reminded that those values, beliefs and mores were contested and not
monolithic, contrary to Porfirio Diaz's attempts to create such an image. While his
subsidized newspapers promoted the ideas of a unified and harmonious Mexico, the
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independent liberal papers actively advocated nineteenth-century liberal political
principles that were pro-democratic, anti-personalist and anti-reelectionist. And, the
independent conservative newspapers served as a constant reminder that the Church
continued its long-standing role in shaping Mexican society. While the Porfirian press
operated in the public sphere in behalf of society, the three diverse segments of that
institution reflected a society that had not reached consensus on what the nation should
be. Porfirian newspapers attempted to speak for the national interest, but their diverse
nature created a cacophony of utterances rather than a single, unified voice.
While the diverse nature of Mexico City newspapers provided different meanings
for capital residents, they nonetheless remained committed to their journalistic
responsibilities. This commitment is reflected in the passion individual newspapers
exhibited. Whether it was El Ahuizote Jacobino's dedication to their readers as "soldiers
of liberty and of the people in the open arena of ideas''^ or Semanario Ilustrado de El
Tiempo's equating Catholic journalists with religious martyrs,^ Mexico City newspapers
were devoted servants to their readers, and consistently and sometimes courageously loyal
to their beliefs in the correct course for Mexico. The movement away from political
polemics and toward informative news coverage may have dampened the ardor of the
press by the end of the Porfiriato, but all capital newspapers never abdicated nor forgot

^El Ahuizote Jacobino, January 1,1904.
^Semanario Ilustrado de El Tiempo, March 31,1902.
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their perceived journalistic obligations to the greater Mexican society.
Finally, newspapers of this era stand as testaments to the social and economic
transformations that modernization and technology created in Mexico. Physical changes
to the design and make-up of pages were the most obvious manifestations. DifTerent type
faces and larger headlines as well as the use of photographs and illustrations helped
redefine the typography of Mexico City newspapers. New and improved printing presses
allowed for mass production of newspapers, thus broadening readership. To attract these
new readers, newspapers provided different types of articles and sections such as
women's pages and coverage of sporting and entertairmient events. Additionally, most
newspapers adopted sensational-styled articles, which tended to focus on murder, vice
and natural disasters. Editorials were moved off the front page and replaced with news
articles that emanated from the capital, the states and beyond. Perhaps the greatest
physical alteration to the Mexican newspaper was the increased amount and size of
advertisements. No longer relegated to small blocks of copy on the back page, ads also
utilized photographs, illustrations and eye-catching type faces to draw the reader's
attention. Everything that made life better or easier was advertised from medical cure-alls
to the latest silks from Paris to the most technologically advanced farm machine. The
common denominator for all these consumer products was their foreign manufacture.
This study has attempted to find reflections of Porfirian society in Mexico City by
analyzing the capital's newspapers. The images have been diverse and at times
conflicted, reflecting the contentiousness and ambiguity of Porfirian society. In
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fundamental ways the capital press represented, in microcosm, the larger Mexico. The
press in Mexico City during this period was not a simple institution. Porfirio Diaz may
have tried to create the simple image of order and progress, but the Porfirian periodicals
of Mexico City were constant reminders that such a monolithic claim was not possible.
Capital residents may have seen themselves in the midst of modernizing transformations,
but their daily and weekly periodicals constantly reminded them that different viewpoints
existed within their society as to how to shape and direct those changes. If these
newspapers are any indication, and 1 believe they are, consensxis may have existed
regarding the desirability of order and progress, but not how it should be achieved.
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