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This book is an important contribution to the history of ideas and mentalities
in Mexico, result of the pioneering work of its authoress, a researcher from
the Institute of Social Researches of UNAM. More than revealing racism’s
secret stories, as the suggestive title of this work of academic character
indicates, Beatriz Urias takes the very fruitful task of dusting opinions,
regulations and laws relative to the constitution of the other. She researches
the elaboration of discourses and techniques directed to racial
homogenization and social optimization in the framework of the
reconstruction of a modern nation, from the end of the X1X century up to
the 1940’s decade. Even if the interval between 1920 and 1950 defined in
this work’s title, published in a commercial publishing house, does not exactly
correspond to the periods the historian approaches, the material included
in the book is of great interest in order to understand the role of criminality,
eugenics, degeneration, hygiene and health notions had in the discursive
construction of the new man. With erudition and perseverance, Beatriz
Urias deepens a research started in her previous works History of a denial
(Historia de una negacion) and Indigenous and criminal (Indigena y criminal)
inquiring about two axes of the “social engineering” which we could redefine
as “racial engineering”: 1) Change mentalities by means of the individuals’
social reeducation; 2) Cleanse and perfect bodies using prophylactic
techniques. The first remits to bio-policies and the second to bio-power,
both in terms understood in Foucault’s sense.

In the XIX century, after Independence, besides the prevailing doxologic
conception of the slothful and suggestible indigenous, the representation
of the indigenous as a being full of vices became stronger. Indigenous revolts
and uprisings in different parts of the country were the main causes of
change in the indigenous archetype in the elites’ discourse. When
condemning these collective resistances the indigenous was stigmatized as
someone depraved, incapable of constituting himself as a political subject.
“[...] the theories on races derived from the Darwinist conception of
biological inferiority represented a socially accepted and scientifically valid
manner to define exclusion codes against those groups and individuals who
represented an irreducible and unacceptable difference”. Apart from the
evolutionist theory, monogenetic ethnology, Lamarckian theory, and
polygenetic thought fed the scientific discourses on races’ inequities. As
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Beatriz Urias correctly points out, racist theories became racial theses of
the eugenic kind, favored by discussions inside the scientific and
theosophical groups: Mexican Society of Geography and Statistics, Mexican
Society of Eugenics, Mexican Indigenous Society, National Museum of
Archaeology, History and Ethnography as well as the Masonic and
Rosicrucianism Lodges.

Races’ diversity became an obstacle to diffuse the patriotic feeling of
appurtenance to a single undivided and modern nation. The idea was to
regenerate the indigenous race and rehabilitate its members. In this respect,
the authoress reveals that: “in 1918, as chairman of the Superior Council
of Salubrity [already in operation during the Porfiriato], hygienist M.D. José
Maria Rodriguez decreed a ‘sanitary dictatorship’ in order to establish drastic
measures of hygiene and prevention of contagious diseases, among them
the venereal ones”. Unfortunately the reader is unable to learn which the
concrete repercussion of this and other spectacular health measures was in
the capital of the country and in the different administrative states. However,
it is revealing the fact of conceiving public health in martial terms, giving
the State a power in respect to sanitary vigilance superior to that it had in
the political sphere. Medics and specialists led moral and sanitary battles
against the “enemies” of the reason and modernity.

The authoress remarks the parallelisms between races’ conception in
the XIX century in Europe and in Mexico, and shows the lines of continuity
of the racist conceptions in the last part of the XIX century and the first
part of the XX in Mexico: 1) Mexican nation had to be integrated by a
homogenous race; 2) race gave society, as a whole, specific character and
aptitudes. Writers and scientists shared in several cases these two
postulations, debating on the practical modalities to carry out this nations’
racial regeneration project. “During the first part of the XX century in Mexico,
social sciences, and in particular anthropology, became instruments of the
new functionaries yearning to make applied studies to transform the
population’s conditions of life”, the historian points out.

As from the 1920 last century, the dependence of scientists on State
increased, this was reflected on the integration of numerous scholars into
the bureaucratic apparatus. An instance on which Beatriz Urias pauses is
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that of Manuel Gamio, disciple of Franz Boas, North American
anthropologist founder of the International School that operated in Mexico
City between 1911 and 1914 and member of the secret lodge Quetzalcoatl
Rosicrucian Brotherhood. Gamio, who is nowadays remembered as one the
fathers of Mexican anthropology, was basically a technocrat who held several
positions in federal administration as far as reaching the sub secretariat of
Education. As Head of the Direction of Anthropology of the Secretariat
Of Agriculture and Foment between 1917 and 1925 he impulsed several
researches on salubrity, migration, and demographic growth. The authoress
of the book hereby reviewed shows the reason why Manuel Gamio fostered
the studies of indigenous mass was in order to prevent them from becoming
once again a threat for public order. “Ideas and interests shared by the
scientific, artistic and political elites in the core of the transformations’
proposals which intellectuals and politicians plotted in the meetings of secret
organizations [...] and also at the desks of the Secretariats of State”.

It is during the “Developing Liberalism” of the president Calles (1924-
1929) when the ideas of eradication of the vices, bad habits and social
defects, peasantry’s de-fanaticize, and constitution of a new labor discipline
became public. Intellectuals and politicians, preoccupied by changing the
manners of acting and thinking of the common people, presented in their
discourses and articles points of view on the nature of social inferiority as
well as the methods to fight it. Nonetheless, the project of selection and
perfectionment of the individuals started to be imposed and developed in
the years to come. Beatriz Urias points out: “at the beginning of the 1930’
decade official documents related to public health already included explicit
references to eugenics [...]”. In fact in 1931, the Mexican Eugenic Society
for the Improvement of the Race: its purpose was to prevent the appearance
of problems and defects in individuals by means of a prophylactic and
coercive control of reproduction. They defended the idea of a race
perfectibility and environment modernization. Mexican eugenic medics were,
in a certain manner, heterodox and differ from their European homologous
for they stated that individuals, under particular conditions, would be able
to improve thanks to the instruction of changes in their lifestyle and
conditions of life.
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The researcher from UNAM distinguishes that eugenics development
in Mexico is related to three elements: 1) tendency of the State towards
concentration of power; 2) the influence of foreign medical-hygienists
conceptions; 3) the Vasconcelian thesis of considering that the fusion of
races in the Mestizo must constitute the essence of nationality. It would
have been enriching to contribute with qualitative data on, for instance, the
number of individuals who were sterilized in the State of \eracruz as a
result of a eugenic Law in 1932. It would have been also possible to include
in the Beatriz Urias’ stimulating book a chapter on the violent and massive
anti-Chinese campaigns at national levels, as well as the racism expression
against North American and Spanish people.

In accordance with the prevailing paradigm of the individuals’
perfectibility ruling in the 1930’s decade and also with the influence of
European psychologists such as Gustave Le Bon, studies to measure the
intelligence of laborers, peasants, indigenous, mentally challenged people
and criminals were developed with the aim to demonstrate that their causes
of inferiority were not genetic but provoked by their precarious social and
material conditions of existence. There had been some talking of “exogenous
pollution” and “pathology of the poverty”. Hence, their defect was not the
result of inherited problems but the product of a precarious and dangerous
life, with general conditions of insalubrity.

In reality what we can infer based upon the information presented in
the book, is that in the 1930’s decade there is a rupture with the current
practices in vigilance and control of the population. Heritage is no longer
the central axis of the discussions on the defectives’ social reeducation.
The indigenous had been considered as degenerated due to the survival in
their bodies and minds of a primordial savagedom. However, as from then
it was sought the socio-environmental conditions rather than the root of
hypothetical atavisms in order to explain the common people’s inferiority.
This conception indirectly legitimated the cultural domination of the
Mexican bourgeoisie, assuming the responsibility to be the example to follow.
The new citizens had to abandon their social manners to adopt, imitating
them, the civilized manner of the ruling urban strata. Inverting Wolf’s
statement in The peasants, it is possible to affirm that the “new man” for
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1930’s Mexican intellectuals was the de-heir, it is, that who had been
successfully de-fanaticized from the catholic dogma and definitively freed
from the principles of cultural reproduction of their origin strata. The hope
of edifying a man —nothing is known about woman— who would incarnate
the ideals of the Revolution laid upon social and psychological certainty of
the inheritance limitations.

Still in the 1930’s decade, Revolutionary National Party (Partido Nacional
Revolucionario, PNR) encouraged a modernizer nationalism, whose pillar was
among others, to review and correct vices (alcoholism, drug addiction,
prostitution, mendicity, etcetera), through the framing of population in
official corporations. It was sought to homogenize mentalities and discipline
bodies. By then rationality constitutes the State’s ideological weapon to
fight collective behaviors judged as pre-modern; religious fanaticism was
one of the main targets.

The figure of the “new man” became widespread at the early XX century
among the radical laborers and anarchists militants, under the influence of
European thinkers and the Soviet Revolution experience. From this vision,
intellectuals and scientists conceived the youth not as cultural heirs of their
parents but as the forgers of a new mentality, of a new country. It was a
process of construction of a new man whose characteristics were the Mestizo
man, health habits, husband and father, committed laborer affiliated to a
union, militant of the governing party, and atheistic. According to Beatriz
Urias, the “new man” was, in the Post-revolutionary Mexico, the
materialization of the societal revolution, whose three main sources were
philosophic-political conceptions, degenerationism, and the bio-
anthropologic being result of the process of social homogenization and
racial hybridization.

These discourses on the new man which were ramified from the scientific
societies, secret associations and public administrations’ spheres, had as
intersection point to define a rupture with the past and stress society’s
entrance to modern age. The design of public policies on mental health was
inspired in what the authoress properly calls “social pedagogy”. “In the
general framework of these statements, the indigenous studies and eugenics
and mental health appeared as key elements to achieve the collective and
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individual change of the country’s inhabitants”, states Beatriz Urias.
Nationalist education in Mexico shared with Fascism and National
Socialism massive public demonstrations of indoctrination, renewed use
of patriotic symbols and values, as well as a re-signification of the art.
Nevertheless, in this country an authoritarian regime similar to Bolshevism
or Nazism never appeared, being presidentialism a crossbreed between
authoritarianism and democracy. It is possible to add that a perennial
apparatus of control over population on the base of a cyclic renovation of
the president of the republic was constructed. The rupture with re-electionism
established by Porfirio Diaz was also a rupture with the prevalence of
physical hygiene. It was indeed mental hygiene another tendency of the
medical thought relative to a social prophylaxis in the post-revolutionary
age. A regeneracionist vision of the criminality which stated that those
who committed a crime were insane, thus it was necessary to treat them as
such. There was still a vision of a hereditary origin of criminality, alcoholism,
sexual deviations and insanity. Behind this abundant information provided
by Beatriz Uria, the reader can induce that the axis of the discussion was to
determine the place of will and reason in the social post-revolutionary space.
Psychiatrists affirmed that degeneration was the cause of mental
disorders, whereas the jurists imposed in the Penal Statutes the notions of
“dangerous condition”, which convoked to its antidote: “social defense”.
Penal Statutes reformed in 1929 authorized to intern in mental hospitals
and in special agricultural settlements to the delinquents, deaf and dumb
people, insane, idiots, imbeciles, psychopathological ill people, drunkards
and drug addicts. Likewise, the reclusion of delinquents who had suffered
a conscience alteration at the time of committing their illicit act was
announced; medical treatment and rural environment were considered as
therapies provided with the same virtues. A trajectory from mental
abnormality to social dysfunctionality can be seen. Beatriz Urias also pauses
on the discussions on abortion, which were centered on: considering the
State’s interest in perfecting the race, the social need of procreation and the
fomentation of demographic growth, pregnant women’s decision on her
body. The desire for sexual freedom of women (actually, non-procreation)
unanimously convoked to a social death, making emerge the figures of Eros
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and Thanatos. Facing the election of either one, women were always in an
uneven situation before men. Thinkers and scientists located abortion in
the space delimited by societal interest and personal will, women’s coitus
control and men’s offspring requisite. In this context, the discussions barely
mentioned in the book on euthanasia and capital punishment could certainly
allow a better understanding of the different stances before abortion.

Retaking a Michel Foucault’s idea, it can be said that up to the first
years of the civil war controlling death had been a priority (for instance,
providing the National Guard and Rangers with an almost unlimited power
to punish renegade natives, as well as suffocate strikes and rebellions);
whereas the post-revolutionary State, once consolidated, was devoted to
control life (it promoted procreation, carried out demographic studies, fought
infantile mortality, etcetera). In a case it is inheritance which was at risk, in
the second learning. The reader can deduce that it is there, in the trajectory
from a bodies’ demolition to a social pedagogy, where an epistemological
rupture is to be found.

In Secret histories of racism in Mexico (Historias secretas del racismo en
México) there is a large number of discourses from several sources, result of
an admirable historiographic work; however, this material would have been
able to feed a theoretical perspective to approach the construction and
constitution of a modern society upon the base of a redesign of policies of
vigilance and control of individuals. Highlighting the correspondences
between the medical and hygienic discourse in Europe and Mexico, as well
as showing the continuities between the Mexican hygienist medics’
discourses from different times, limited the possibilities to glimpse the
ruptures and innovations. On the one side, the text presents some repetitions,
this allows reading the book’s chapters independently and randomly; yet on
the other side, these reiterations tend to weaken the information’s exposition
design. Finally, this work contains precious information on the evolution
of ideas from a distinction based on reason and body. Beatriz Urias does
well in indicating several topics still to be researched, thereby inviting the
reader to deepen at the time into this intellectual adventure in the search
for the individuals’ institutional construction.
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