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INTRODUCTION

Ayotzinapa and the

Legacy of Revolution

IN THE AFTERNOON OF September 26, 2014, dozens of students from the
teacher-training college of Ayotzinapa in Mexico’s coastal state of Guerrero
set out to commandeer several buses to use as transportation to Mexico City.
As they had in years past, they would attend the annual commemoration of
the 1968 massacre in which the army killed hundreds of students demonstrat-
ing in Tlatelolco’s plaza. Frowned on by the authorities and begrudgingly
tolerated by bus companies as the cost of doing business, such bus takeovers
by students of the country’s seventeen rural normales were common practice.
These boarding schools, created in the 1920s for the sons and daughters of
campesinos, have long enjoyed a reputation for political militancy. This lat-
est action appeared as another exploit in this tradition. However, later that
night, as the Ayotzinapa students tried to depart the city of Iguala with the
five buses they had garnered, they found themselves encircled by a massive
armed operation. Local police blocked their exit while uniformed agents and
plainclothes gunmen shot at them. The army dispatch at the nearby mili-
tary base that had, in concert with federal and state police, been tracking
the students since they left their school earlier that afternoon, did nothing.
By morning, three Ayotzinapa students lay dead, one with his face torn off.



Forty-three other students had disappeared, last seen being dragged off in
the presence of federal and state authorities.!

Gruesome as it was, this event was hardly remarkable in a country whose
war on drugs—officially declared in 2006—had, by then, left over 100,000
people dead and 25,000 more disappeared.” Indeed, federal officials quickly
dismissed the attack as a local cartel conflict: if students from Ayotzinapa
had been victims, they must have had some connection to illicit activity.
After all, the normalistas’ penchant for disruption was widely known. Re-
markably, however, this official narrative did not quell public ire, nor did the
victims families accept it. Over the following months, thousands took to
the streets demanding justice and the return of the forty-three disappeared
Ayotzinapa students. Why this event and not the thousands of other deaths
and disappearances sparked the unprecedented protests has much to do with
the identity of the forty-three disappeared, the immediate actions of their
peers, and the history of the schools where they studied.?

Founded in 1926, the rural normal of Ayotzinapa was one of thirty-five
teacher-training schools the Mexican government built in the two decades
following the 191020 revolution. This civil war ended the thirty-five-year
dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz (1876-1911) and brought to power a nationalist
government whose ensuing project deployed teachers as agents of state con-
solidation. The institutions that would train these educators acquired many
of their defining characteristics during the presidency of Lizaro Cardenas
(1934—40), whose numerous progressive reforms included socialist edu-
cation. Although socialist education was short-lived as official policy and
never clearly defined by its state architects, at rural normales its meaning was
simple and enduring: justice. Education for the poor, a student voice in in-
stitutional practices, and class consciousness constituted defining elements
of normalista culture, reproduced in subsequent decades thanks to student
collective action.

These dynamics were at play that fateful September night. Commandeer-
ing buses from private companies was not just a means to acquire transpor-
tation but also a lesson in protest, one the student association passed on to
cach incoming class. The Tlatelolco commemoration that the Ayotzinapa
students planned to attend, moreover, offered a history lesson, an important
one for rural normalistas whose besieged schools had for decades produced
numerous campesino and labor activists, some killed or jailed by the state
(figure L1). Tlatelolco’s anniversary provided a venue to dramatize the myriad
ways the government had betrayed the 1917 Constitution and the revolu-

tionary principles on which the modern Mexican state was founded.
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FIGURE L1 Mural at the rural normal of Ayotzinapa, Guerrero, that depicts the 1970s

guerrilla leader Lucio Cabafias and the images of the Missing 43. The legend reads,
“We are an army of dreamers.” Photograph by author.



The betrayal was decades in the making. President Enrique Pefia Nieto
(2012—18), whose administration marked the return of the Institutional Rev-
olutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRr1), which had
ruled the country from 1929 to 2000, epitomized many of its sins. It was
corrupt, authoritarian, and technocratic, and its long relationship to drug
trafficking had spun out of control, a dynamic reflected in the dizzying num-
bers of people killed and disappeared in the preceding decade. In this con-
text, the violence against Ayotzinapa’s students was the proverbial straw that
broke the camel’s back. Their condition as students, the sheer scale of the
attack against them, and the state’s involvement in it elicited the specter of
Tlatelolco, the site of a massacre that still haunts the pr1. Building on their
long tradition of protest, rural normalistas mobilized immediately, sparking
alevel of outery the state could not contain.

There are few weapons the poor can wield against the powerful, but in
those the rural normalistas are well versed. In addition to compelling bus
drivers to take them to demonstrations, they have frequently blocked roads,
taken over tollbooths to let drivers pass for free, commandeered and distrib-
uted merchandise from cargo trucks, and sequestered transport vehicles in
their schoolyards. And they have long organized school strikes and walkouts.
Students undertook most of these actions merely to force the authorities to
allocate the necessary budgets for the schools’ subsistence—funds they are
entitled to but often receive only after a fight. While normalista persistence
and loud protest have ensured their schools’ survival, they also produced a
black legend. For decades, the government and the press have labeled these
institutions centers of agitation and guerrilla seedbeds; the authorities have
threatened to turn them into pig farms or schools for tourist technicians and
have characterized those who study and teach there as agitators, subversives,
and, more recently, pseudostudents or hooligans. Indeed, in the public de-
bates that raged as the families of Ayotzinapa’s Missing 43 searched for their
sons, official narratives sought to blame the victims. What, other than trou-
ble, could students expect with their disruptive behavior and blatant disre-
gard for private property?

To the narrative that criminalized the victims, protesters counterposed
the crimes of the state. “Fue el estado” (“It was the state”) became the mas-
sive rallying cry. Here the Tlatelolco massacre, the anniversary of which the
Ayotzinapa normalistas sought to honor, intensified the rage. Still an open
wound, Tlatelolco resonated across social sectors, partly because its victims
were students. Just as significant was the rural normalistas’ tradition of pro-

test. Within moments of the September 26 attack, with a fellow classmate’s
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blood-soaked body still on the ground, students called a press conference
and safeguarded the crime scene. Before most could even describe the events
as they transpired that night, normalistas had activated their school net-
works across the country, publicized this latest aggression against them, and

reminded the nation of their schools” history. That history is the subject of

this book.

A RADICAL TRADITION

Since their founding, rural normales have been hosts to national sagas.
Emerging from the state’s revolutionary project, they trained teachers who
were intended to shape a modern patriotic citizenry by organizing civic fes-
tivals, promoting hygiene and health campaigns, and replacing superstition
with science. But the popular longings driving the Mexican Revolution also
permeated these institutions and by the 1930s became constituting elements
of their institutional logic. Land reform, education for the poor, and commu-
nity leadership stood as guiding principles of the teachers they trained. Over
the coming decades, the tensions between state consolidation and revolu-
tionary justice produced a telling contradiction. The very schools meant to
shape a loyal citizenry became hotbeds of political radicalism, and their gradu-
ates appeared consistently linked to militant protests, including guerrilla
struggles. How and why did the rural normales stray from the state’s original
design?

The answer lies in four interrelated processes. First, while rural normales
were founded for the purposes of state consolidation, they were grounded in
the notion of agrarian justice. Built on expropriated haciendas, these schools
were enshrined with an air of poetic justice. In the palatial estates that pre-
viously exploited their parents, adolescents of campesino origin—one of the
requirements to study at these institutions—would now gain an education.®
State officials linked education to rural development, adopting pedagogical
principles that connected the classroom to the community, cooperativism
to individual discipline, and learning to laboring. These qualities, insisted
Mexico’s eatly twentieth-century educational architects, would reinforce a
“rural spirit,” one that harnessed campesinos’ commitment to the land but
directed it to modern, efficient ends.” This framework sparked a uniquely
student-campesino consciousness that came to challenge a modern national
project increasingly devoid of justice.

Second, the state’s prescribed mission comingled with a transformation

in students’ own identity. At rural normales, the children of campesinos
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became professionals, male and female students shed gender norms and ab-
sorbed different ones, and ethnic identities expanded or narrowed as nor-
malistas navigated the contradictions of mestizaje, the dominant ideology
that Mexico constituted a harmonious mixture of Spanish and indigenous
heritage. Field trips exposed students to different parts of the country, and
dorm life alongside two hundred to five hundred other youth gave them a
degree of autonomy they did not have at home. Such exposure and social
fluidity denaturalized hierarchy and created both the possibility and expec-
tation of change.

Third, rural normales hosted broad contradictions that made struggle a
fact of daily life. The imposing architecture of the ex-haciendas that housed
these schools contrasted with the spartan nature of daily life. Boarding-
houses rarely had enough beds for all of the students; the newly arrived slept
on cardboard. Food was meager, running water and electricity infrequent.
To secure their basic needs, students continuously petitioned the govern-
ment, leading them to mobilize for resources as much as they studied for
classes. By underfunding and abandoning rural normales, the state assured
that the individual upward mobility the schools promised could be secured
only through collective struggle.

Finally, these contradictions extended beyond normalistas” time as stu-
dents. Upon their graduation, the Ministry of Public Education (Secretaria
de Educacién Publica, sEp) dispatched the young teachers to communities
whose children they would teach, whose living conditions they would im-
prove, and whose inhabitants they would organize and uplift. It was a daunt-
ing task, one made virtually impossible after 1940 as the state took less interest
in the countryside, except as it might serve the cities. In lieu of the funding,
infrastructure, and resources—including a dignified teaching salary—that
might buttress rural education, the SEP appealed to teachers’ missionary
duty. They were of campesino origin after all; sacrifice must not be foreign
to them.

Rural teachers navigated this contradiction in myriad ways. As did the
rest of the population, most migrated to urban centers, where they pur-
sued professional advancement and could teach in more manageable con-
ditions. Plenty became regional caciques (political bosses), charros (official
unionists), or corrupt politicians.* Some pursued justice relentlessly, willing
to lose life and limb in the process. In the minority, these militant teachers
and students exerted an outsized role, and their legacy is most associated
with the rural normales. This association is partly based on rural normalistas’

constant protest to garner resources for their schools” survival. But it is also
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a measure of how these schools served as an uncomfortable reminder of the
countryside’s abandonment.

Unintended Lessons of Revolution details the culture of student militancy
that was forged and reproduced in Mexico’s rural normales. Rural normalis-
tas occupied an intermediary position between city and countryside, and
their lived experience, tactics of struggle, and notions of justice drew on the
campesino, student, and labor worlds. The ideology they fashioned high-
lights key continuities between the old left (whose relationship to the Com-
munist Party looked to the Soviet Union as a model, saw workers as the
principal revolutionary protagonists, and privileged structure over agency)
and the new left (which was more inspired by anti-imperialist struggles, espe-
cially Cuba; saw students and campesinos as essential agents of change; and
believed the conditions for revolution should be made rather than awaited).
At rural normales the relationship between the two became manifest not
because of the content or style of classroom lessons—which were in many
ways quite traditional—but because of the nature of students’ collective liv-
ing experience in institutions conceived of within the framework of revo-
lutionary justice. As an ethos more than a pedagogy, Mexico’s brief 1930s
experiment with socialist education proved transcendent. So, too, the Mexi-
can Federation of Socialist Campesino Students (Federacién de Estudiantes
Campesinos Socialistas de México, FECSM) formed in 1935 to advocate for
the rights of students at rural normales. In the tradition of the old left, the
federation was hierarchical, sought discipline from its members, imposed
mandatory meetings and activities, and had a vanguardist strategy. Within
rural normales it became a primary vehicle to challenge the state, transmit
historical knowledge, and offer analytical tools that denaturalized poverty. It
challenged the powerful to reckon with the vision of the oppressed.

That challenge propelled a radical political culture at rural normales, schools
that, like other progressive institutions from Latin America’s old left, became
venues “where the abstractions of liberty and equality could be embodied as
felt experiences, where individual rights and collective social justice would
be viscerally understood and mutually dependent,” what Greg Grandin char-
acterized as insurgent politics.” That from the start rural normales were ma-
terially precarious, besieged by the right and dependent for their survival on
students petitioning the state, punctured liberal individualist notions that
education was an independent, self-sufficient endeavor. Insurgent politics
also tied schooling to action, giving students a sense that conditions in the
world could be changed. This process spurred political consciousness, not
because students learned a critical pedagogy that they then applied as teachers,
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but because they came to understand their very schools as historically consti-
tuted through social relationships of power."

The question of consciousness, an awareness of one’s material reality that
spurs action, is a central theme in this story. Scholars of labor, agrarian, stu-
dent, and guerrilla movements have long noted the multifaceted, contingent,
and contradictory nature of critical consciousness and its manifestations.”
Consciousness is not, as E. P. Thompson famously put it, tied to the ups and
downs of an economic curve but is an accumulation of lived experiences.” It
is also not a static or binary characteristic that subjects either do or do not
possess. Consciousness is a process with multiple origins and expressions, al-
ways dependent on the particularities of time and place.” Finally, conscious-
ness is a constantly evolving process, one honed or transformed in the act of
struggle, one that itself generates new possibilities.* This is why the tactics,
rhetoric, and demands of particular movements change over time and why
radical revolutionary language coexists with seemingly innocuous strategies
of “reaching the people.” In their rhetoric, historical actors often borrow
from the only available political discourse, even if it originates with elites.”®
Other times the language of struggle comes from utopian ideals spurred by
insurrections of the dispossessed, whether failed or successful” Whatever
its manifestations, context is key to understanding the puzzle of collective
action.’®

For the indigenous and campesino students of this study, that context was
the network of rural normales, schools that came to harbor shared politicized
cultural norms. This institutional world determined much of their praxis, a
condition that goes a long way in explaining why, after graduation, individ-
ual teachers” paths diverged so widely and why, for many, upward mobility
came to supersede collective action. But even within the schools, the polit-
icized environment did not mean all students were militant actors. Indeed,
as is historically the case, relentless activists are the minority and achieve
change only when their message resonates with a larger group and when
that larger group is willing to act. At rural normales the self-consciously po-
litical student leadership organized through the FECsM achieved collective
action not because it promised liberation but because it secured the basic
material needs for their institutions’ survival and reproduction. To be sure,
the FECsM did articulate radical principles—in its calls for socialism, for
example—and organized militant actions such as land takeovers alongside
campesinos that posited a fundamental restructuring of society and culti-
vated alliances to achieve it. But for most normalistas those lessons served as a

framework to justify and secure their own rights: adequate living conditions
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in their boarding schools, competent teachers and sufficient learning sup-
plies, pedagogical and recreational infrastructure, and a dignified job upon
graduation. To achieve this, the FECSM constantly called for strikes. Since
its representative body drew from rural normales across the country, these
strikes extended nationally and forced the upper echelons of the SEP to the
negotiating table.

The politicized culture that became such an enduring feature of rural
normales is a measure of how far the schools” constituting logic—which fore-
grounded the countryside—contrasted with the state’s actions that privileged
cities. Unable and unwilling to resolve this contradiction, the government
propagated a narrative that stigmatized these schools and their students like
no others, even as many rural normal graduates went on to serve as cogs in
the ruling party’s governing apparatus. In the 1940s the authorities revived
reactionary 1930s tropes demonizing teachers’ role as community leaders;
the press added red-scare tales of Bolshevik takeovers in the 1950s and of
Cuban subversion in the 1960s; and the SEP topped it off by insisting that
unqualified teachers bore responsibility for the nation’s educational short-
comings, especially the dismal situation in the countryside.

The logic established a clear continuity between the portrayal of ungrate-
ful campesino youth who, at rural normales, continued to challenge the state
rather than appreciate the opportunity and resources to study and teachers who
would not succumb to SEP appeals for self-sacrifice and insisted on higher
pay, better working conditions, and more benefits. Teachers’ very struggle for
union democracy, which, under the leadership and with the participation of
rural normal graduates, saw especially strong episodes in the mid-1950s and
again in the late 1970s, provided an additional layer with which to demonize
them in the public eye.”” On the one hand, the National Union of Education
Workers (Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educacién, SNTE)—the
powerful official teachers’ union, whose historic allegiance to the state
produced (often dubious) labor concessions meant to control its base and
harness support for the PR1—offered proof of teachers™ collective corrup-
tion. On the other, when teachers challenged SNTE cronyism by mounting
struggles for independent unions, they were stigmatized for putting their
labor interests above children’s educational needs.

But stigmatizing rural normales and blaming teachers for Mexico’s low
education levels obscure the extent to which the school system itself reflected
structural inequality, which after 1940 became increasingly acute and
was driven by three policy strategies that marked most of the twentieth
century. First, in contrast to President Cérdenas, who in the 1930s treated
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rural education as part and parcel of community development, which in-
cluded land distribution, support for the ¢jido (communal landholdings),
and the establishment of cooperatives, subsequent administrations addressed
schooling in isolation. After 1940 the SEP continued to build schoolhouses
throughout the country, often at an accelerated pace. The SEP also trained an
increasing number of teachers to populate the new classrooms. But a village
teacher could do little against the broader forces of hunger, lack of infra-
structure, and families who could not send their children to school because
their immediate economic survival depended on the entire household’s
labor. The staggeringly low rates of elementary school completion are a tes-
tament to these larger dynamics.”® Teacher absenteeism was another. Sent
to remote communities, educators found themselves in a situation that was
tantamount to exile. Rural living conditions did not correspond to the up-
ward mobility their education had promised. Their paychecks alone might
take a year to arrive. Their salary level, morcover, was set on a lower scale
than that of urban teachers. With this situation, SEP appeals to missionary
duty and self-sacrifice rang hollow. Teachers consistently sought transfers to
urban areas where they would have better pay and working conditions and
could seek additional schooling to qualify for positions in secondary schools
or as principals, SEP bureaucrats, or regional inspectors.

A second dynamic, the state’s policy toward the countryside, aggravated
this process since it stymied the efforts of those teachers willing to brave dif-
ficult conditions. Absent after 1940 was any type of deliberate or sustained
strategy to develop social infrastructure in the countryside. Indeed, at every
turn the state undermined campesinos’ basic ability to subsist off the land.
Not only did agrarian redistribution slow after Cérdenas, but presidents
Manuel Avila Camacho (1940—46) and Miguel Alemédn (1946-52) eased
laws designed to prevent land concentration by expanding expropriation
limits for export-crop cultivation. Through subsidized inputs for production
and infrastructure projects, the state helped agribusiness establish its dom-
inance in the countryside, much of it geared to serve the US market.” The
1941 Rockefeller-sponsored Green Revolution also focused its aid efforts
on large-scale farms. Campesinos could in no way compete with a mecha-
nized industry whose high-yielding seeds depended on sustained irrigation
and high levels of fertilizers and chemical pesticides, the costs of which both
the public and private sector sponsored.?? The 1942—64 US-Mexico Bracero
Program, which sent hundreds of laborers north, and the 1965 Border In-
dustrialization Program, which led to the proliferation of northern assembly
plants, offered jobs to rural migrants that usually paid more than the income
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they might derive from their own land cultivation. But such opportunities
did nothing for rural development’s social infrastructure. On the contrary,
to the extent that such opportunities helped laborers provide a better future
for their children, that future lay with an education in the cities. By the 1960s
Mexico went from being a predominantly rural to a predominantly urban
nation, a trend that continued throughout the century. Material support
for rural teachers and their schoolhouses as venues to promote community
development had by then long been abandoned—but not the rhetoric. The
SEP continued to invoke teachers’ sense of missionary duty by which they
were to endure rural poverty and isolation for the greater good of the na-
tion. Such appeals may have had some resonance had they been part of a de-
liberate national effort in which shared sacrifice produced a more equitable
collective well-being. But the state made these appeals at a time of unbridled
prosperity, whose fruits accentuated inequality and were based on a transfer
of wealth from the countryside to the city.?

Finally, Mexico’s education spending itself operated under a palliative
rather than transformative logic. The state expanded educational opportu-
nities without implementing the structural reform consistently demanded
by campesino, labor, student, and indigenous movements. Public education
compensated for the lack of other benefits—health care, social security, ade-
quate housing, stable employment, a living wage—ones the country’s majorities
would never enjoy** Over the latter part of the twentieth century, education
spending ebbed and flowed depending on the presidential administration,
but even when it increased, that rise did not improve its quality nor offer
more equitable access.”® Nor did it always correspond to significant inter-
generational social mobility.? Intertwined with this dynamic was the nature
of the PRI, whose power and organizational logic came from a corporatist
structure that relied on union networks affiliated to the state. The official
teachers’ union, the SNTE, constituted Mexico’s (and Latin America’s) largest
union. Aside from teachers, it included schools’ technical, manual, and cler-
ical personnel; nonmanagement and some lower-level SEP administrative
workers; and academic and nonacademic employees of institutes, research
centers, and museums.” Its infamously corrupt leadership—whose general
secretaries comfortably navigated the halls of power, often using the SNTE
as a springboard into political office—supported the PRI in exchange for
concessions to their membership.”® Those concessions were again palliative,
translating into increased opportunities for individual upward mobility
rather than collective material improvements, much less union democracy.

When adjusted for inflation, for example, teachers” pay did not achieve its
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1921 levels until the early 1960s; during the crucial years of educational ex-
pansion, this allowed the state to hire three teachers for the price of one.?
In lieu of raises and other benefits demanded by dissident teachers in the
1950s, the SEP offered opportunities for professional development that cor-
responded to individual merit-based pay. The SNTE’s involvement in aca-
demic matters—so censured by technocrats as interfering with educational
efficiency—acted in tandem with this dynamic. The SNTE assured, guided,
and directed opportunities for upward mobility to control its base.*® These
opportunities, moreover, came in the cities, partly because that was where
the accrediting institutions were located but, more important, because that
was where the higher-paying jobs lay.”

It is within these three structural dynamics—school construction devoid
of rural development, support for agribusiness at the cost of the campesino
economy, and the corporatist logic of education spending—that we must
understand rural normales and their consistently politicized student body.
Mexico’s urbanizing political economy marked rural normales as relics of
a past project even as they provided crucial opportunities for students to
navigate the contradictions of national development. For this opportunity
students had to fight: they had to fight to secure material resources, to ensure
rural normales remained schools for the poor, and to prevent the reduction
of spots for incoming students. Far from static, their frameworks of strug-
gle changed with each passing decade and acquired new dimensions, ones
rooted in the Mexican Revolution and the structural changes carried out
under Cérdenas, spurred by subsequent battles to preserve the popular ele-
ments of the 1917 Constitution, given new impetus by the anti-imperialist
and socialist ideals of the 1960s, and engaged with the guerrilla struggles of
the 1970s.

OLD DIVIDES, NEW QUESTIONS

Mexico’s education system of the 1920s and 1930s enjoys a robust tradition
of study.” For subsequent decades, however, historians have turned their
attention to student protest rather than to educational policy or schools
as institutions.” The relationship between the two remains largely unex-
amined, a lacuna this work seeks to fill. How rural normales become re-
positories of political militancy, how this ethos was reproduced, and how
it survived amid sea-change transformations constitute this book’s guiding
questions. To answer them, I center the experience of the indigenous and

campesino students who participated in school mobilizations, engaged in
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popular struggle, and perpetuated political traditions. Their experience, in
turn, I contextualize within the broader forces that conditioned their vision
and actions. My story begins with the revolutionary state consolidation
in the 1920s-1930s, continues through the 1940-68 Mexican miracle, and
takes us through the guerrilla groups of the 1970s—three periods historians
tend to treat separately. Focusing on the countryside or Mexico City and al-
ternatively treating campesinos, students, workers, or the middle class, recent
histories have uncovered the multifaceted protest and state repression that
accompanied the betrayal of the revolution’s social reforms.** Seeking to ex-
pand these geographic, temporal, and social divides, I take a longue durée ap-
proach that is national in scope and that examines subjects whose changing
identity—from campesino, to student, to teacher—defies neat categoriza-
tions. In this way, Unintended Lessons of Revolution addresses key questions
raised, but still unanswered, by this recent literature.

First, while the recent scholarship on popular unrest has revealed the
1940-68 pax prifsta (peace of the PRI) to be a myth, uncertain still are the
effects of those struggles. Put another way, what is the relationship between
the protest that we now know marked the Mexican miracle and the institutions
meant to fulfill the revolution’s social reforms?*> To answer this question,
this study considers Mexico’s revolutionary twentieth century as a distinct
historical period.* In a rather bold fashion, historians Greg Grandin and
Gilbert Joseph have posited a long Cold War time frame that extends, in
Joseph’s words, “back to the Mexican Revolution, the twentieth-century’s
first great social revolution,” and by some measures “has not yet ended.” This
new Cold War historiography understands Latin American politicization
not as resulting from US-Soviet rivalry but as emerging from local historical
dynamics in conversation with global events. The 1910 revolution inaugu-
rated Latin America’s transition from nineteenth-century authoritarian
liberalism to revolutionary nationalism as popular struggles throughout
the region challenged landed oligarchs, their exclusionary institutions, and
the racial hierarchies that structured social domination.*® No institution
better represents nationalism’s inclusionary vision than Mexico’s rural nor-
males, the boarding schools that trained agents of state consolidation while
bringing education to the children of the historically subjugated campesino
and indigenous population. This ostensibly inclusionary vision housed se-
rious contradictions, namely, the assimilationist framework of mestizaje on
which it was based. How indigenous students navigated a system that de-
manded they shed their languages, traditions, and worldview and the alterna-

tive educational proposals that indigenous communities would themselves
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make by century’s end reveals the dynamic nature of the educational process
and the differing visions originating from above and from below.

Second, a history of rural normales provides a unique opportunity to
hone in on the question of political consciousness and examine its expansive
nature amid a group whose identity drew from the agrarian, student, and
labor worlds. Utterly unique in their evolution, student practices, and insti-
tutional mores, rural normales display the fate of leftist foundational princi-
ples in a changing national landscape. First conceived as a means to produce
campesino teachers and soon expanded within the logic of socialist educa-
tion, rural normales endured reactionary backlash, survived despite state ne-
glect, housed teachers and students-turned-guerrillas, and persisted in their
Marxist-Leninist rhetoric even as many on the left abandoned such language
in the 1990s. Their origins in a particularly radical period of revolutionary
state consolidation, their almost mythical status in the official revolution-
ary narrative, and the role of the FECsM within and across these schools
made social justice both an effective and a compelling framework by which
to elicit the state’s material support. Ideology and praxis, the collective and
the individual, material interests and radical ideals constituted ever-evolving
dialectics. While rural normales hosted an array of student types—from mil-
itant, to reformist, to indifferent, to conservative—all had to contend with a
politicized institutional universe overseen and enforced by the student asso-
ciation. For those who chose activism, the road to politicization began with
a rather modest venture: demands for better food, dormitories, and peda-
gogical resources. For many that is where it ended. But for many others the
notion that campesinos were entitled to an education coalesced with longer
memories of family exploitation, concurrent agrarian struggles, student mo-
bilizations, teachers’ movements, and anti-imperialist notions that produced
a militant consciousness that the state battled to contain.

Finally, Unintended Lessons of Revolution broadens the framework of
transnational comparisons for both radical actors and institutions within au-
thoritarian systems. If previous notions of the pax priista prompted views of
Mexican exceptionalism, recent debates alternately characterize the seventy-
one-year PRI rule as a dictadura (dictatorship) or a dictablanda (soft dicta-
torship). The former stresses the state’s coercion, its physical and symbolic
violence, and an evolving repressive apparatus.” The latter, in contrast, em-
phasizes a loose political control, a “cultivated but thin hegemony,” and an
uneven ability to co-opt and points to the PRIs irregular process of state
domination, in which repression was limited, controlled, and hidden.** My

own view is that this debate sets up a false dichotomy for a regime that was
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both staunchly repressive 47d remarkably flexible.” While rendering Mex-
ico’s authoritarianism soft risks minimizing state repression as proponents
of the dictadura view maintain, overemphasizing its likeness to other Latin
American dictatorships risks diminishing the fundamental significance of
the 1910 revolution as a social upheaval. The extent to which the PRI was
more restrained in its repression owes much to the popular revolution that
carlier in the century broke the church-oligarchy-army triumvirate that in
the southern cone structured state terror.*> More useful for making trans-
national comparisons is understanding the Cold War as counterrevolution,
a process that was hard and soft, in which anticommunism served both to
attenuate old-left notions of democracy that linked political and economic
rights and to marshal elite power with broader conservative traditions such
as status anxiety, racism, and fear of loosening social mores.” In this context,
rural normalistas harnessed the principles inherent in the twentieth century’s
first great social revolution to defend their schools, a process that led them to
question capitalism’s socioeconomic structures. The political consciousness
they acquired in the course of their struggle became increasingly articulated
through larger ideological and subjective frameworks tied to national and
international battles in Latin America’s century of revolution.

In this sense, contrary to interpretations of the PRI as a successful po-
litical center that oversaw a society largely devoid of Cold War politiciza-
tion, Unintended Lessons of Revolutions shows how that political center was
itself historically constituted through violence and co-optation.** Time
and again, elites harnessed Cold War narratives about the containment of
communists, foreign agitators, and those intent on tarnishing the nation’s
image to battle popular sectors fighting for their constitutional rights. It was
a counterrevolutionary process that sought to break the link between politi-
cal and economic rights propelled by the radical elements of Mexico’s 1910
insurrection. While the PRI’s tried-and-true strategy of co-optation was by
definition a less violent method of suppressing dissent, its success depended
on the ever-looming threat of violence—the violence of the stick or the vio-
lence of poverty.

In this context of resistance, repression, and co-optation, what does it
mean, then, to tell the history of rural normales from the perspective of radi-
cal actors? Why not focus on their conservative, quiescent, officialist, or cor-
rupt graduates, those who helped shape the dominant political and economic
system rather than those who challenged it? Or, indeed, why not devote equal
time to both? The latter position is attractive especially to those who conceive

of historical writing as a quest to find balance between all perspectives, an
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endeavor in which the historian is a free agent “floating above, taking notes
with equanimity”® This question of objectivity has itself been the subject
of historical examination revealing the extent to which its proponents have
been dominant groups at the center and its challengers those at the mar-
gins of the status quo.*® Without subscribing to the trappings of historical
relativism, it is imperative to interrogate the power of dominant narratives
and the extent to which they act to silence the past, to use Michel-Rolph
Trouillot’s haunting analysis of power and the production of history.*” One
way of silencing the past is to erase the radical possibilities presented by the
struggles of the dispossessed. Another is to attenuate those possibilities by
placing them on equal footing with endeavors that aligned with the status
quo. Finally, there is the temptation to evaluate radical actors by whether
or not their movement succeeded, a measure that, as Robin Kelley puts it,
would render virtually all of them failures “because the basic power relations
they sought to change remain pretty much intact.” Rather than regarding
this as a fatalistic assessment, however, Kelley reminds us that precisely these
alternative visions drive new generations of struggle.*

For these reasons, I have chosen to privilege normalista radical voices—
the ways they contended with and created their institutional world; the de-
bates, strategies, and contradictions they encountered; their interactions and
confrontations with those who occupied the seats of power; and the inspi-
ration they drew from local, national, and international struggles. Within
the capitalist forces that structured the political economy of education, these
dynamics shaped their history. The unrest of campesino students created an
institutional culture that slowed down the erosion of revolutionary rights,
awakened an expansive form of consciousness, and continues to reveal the
counterrevolutionary process that resulted in neoliberalism’s imposition.
Their perspective, their struggle, brings into sharp relief the power relations
that created the past and produced the present, puncturing the dominant

narrative that sces teachers primarily as a reflection of an officialist leadership.

SOURCES AND STRUCTURE

The story that follows draws on seven different source bodies, including
intelligence documents that were declassified in 2002.* Within this col-
lection, reports on rural normales are extensive—in some instances pro-
duced daily—and focus primarily on student political activity. Their content
provides essential chronology, numbers, and information on government

views of and strategy toward these schools. My other source bodies include
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press reports, US State Department records, SEP documents, local school
archives, published memoirs, and over fifty oral histories that I conducted.
Documents from the SEP are extensive and provide additional material for
context, policy, and state vision. While the sEP’s National Archive (Archivo
Histérico de la Secretarfa de Educacién Publica) collections are vast, few go
beyond the early 1940s, especially for normales.”® To fill this void, I traveled
to rural normales throughout the country, working at the handful of schools
that had available archives. Varying in quantity, organization, and accessibil-
ity, these collections housed an array of national directives, curricula, insti-
tutional correspondence, student files, meeting reports, and petitions that
help fill the post-1940s void in the SEP’s National Archive. Despite my time
at individual schools and the fact that some rural normales—Salaices and
Saucillo in the north, Ayotzinapa and Amilcingo in the coastal and central
south, and Tamazulapan or Mactumactz4 in the indigenous south—at times
occupy prominent places in this account, the history told here is a national
one that privileges the rural normal system, its student networks, and federal
policy over microhistories of individual schools.

These archival sources help contextualize and cross-reference the oral
histories on which this book is also based, gathered beginning in 2006 and
for over a decade thereafter from normalistas across the country; those in-
terviewed for this work span from generations who studied in the 1930s to
those graduating as recently as 2019. Working with oral histories requires,
as Alessandro Portelli wrote, operating at different levels: reconstructing
the past, analyzing how events are narrated, and “connecting what we know
about the facts with what we know about the narratives.””> While written
documentation also necessitates context and attention to narrative struc-
ture, oral history has an added complexity since it is mediated by memory.
“Less about events and more about their meaning, oral testimonies are thus
intrinsically different from written documents and therefore specifically
useful.® Recounted decades later, normalista accounts are often contradic-
tory, partial, and usually romanticized. If turned into analytical categories,
however, these apparent limitations can help decipher the meaning students
attached to particular experiences. Concerned as this work is with political
consciousness—itself expansive, contradictory, and contingent—student re-
flections provide an essential way to understand individuals relationship to
the student body, institutional norms, changing frameworks of social justice,
and national education policy.

Political participation tends to play an outsized role in student accounts

about life at the normales. This narrative quality reflects an objective reality:
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the obligatory encounter with the FECsM, the socialist student organization
whose hold on dorm life meant students confronted a politicized world
from the moment they arrived at the normal. Coming at a turbulent mo-
ment in a youngster’s life—living away from home for the first time, learning
to live as part of a collective, and preparing to make the most of this opportu-
nity to study—the experience was gripping for many. Others took it simply
as another component of their education—the particular variant of dorm
culture—and thus recount FECSM assemblies, school strikes, and student
marches in the most matter-of-fact manner. For still others, such practices,
ideological formation, and public speaking and organizing skills became a
tool kit and source of knowledge deployed years later either in the classroom,
in dissident political groups, or even in official government circles.**

A telling insight into the politicized world comes from a normalista op-
posed to it. A 1987 graduate of the rural normal of Panotla in Tlaxcala, and
that school’s director when I interviewed her in 2012, Victoria Ramirez re-

counted her own experience as a student:

The most difficult part was not so much the separation from my
family—which was hard. The most difficult thing was when I saw that
there was a student committee and that there was going to be a strike, and
we were going to commandeer buses, and the school director and teach-
ers were worth peanuts. . .. I came from a strong, authoritarian home, in
which the father and mother had to be obeyed, and from a [junior high]
school where there were rules, where there was a principal and a teacher
who you had to obey. Seeing what for me was total student impunity just

didn’t make sense.

Narrating these events twenty-five years later while she herself was barred
from campus as students shuttered the school during a strike, Ramirez stated
that then, as now, students had to participate in such mobilizations. The fierce
debates about actions and strategies that others recall as part of the collective
decision-making process are absent from her account. And yet when I asked
what her parents thought of her participation, her narrative converged with
those from across the political spectrum: “It was that sense of justice. Even
when [my parents] told me I was in danger, and they warned the [student]
committee that if anything happened to me they were the ones responsible,
my parents never withdrew me. Well, there was one moment when my father
said, ‘Come home, leave” But where to?! I had to stay. It was a challenge to
myself. And it was also that sense of justice. In that, the normalistas are right.
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Which is the same thing that parents say today, “The government won’t give
[resources], it lets students starve. ... That was my parents.” Half guarding
her, half supporting normalista petitions, Ramirez’s parents accompanied
her on marches, at mobilizations in Mexico City, and at conventions at other
normales.”® While she was disdainful of collective action—students should
come together according to individual preferences, Ramirez emphasized—
her account underscores a key dynamic at the center of this study: how the
precarity of rural normales as institutions, and the lack of other educational
options in the countryside, made student mobilizations there a necessity.

The story that follows is largely chronological. Chapter 1 sets the stage by
exploring Mexico’s early twentieth-century educational architects, their new
pedagogical approaches in the wake of the revolution, and their place in
a wider transnational context of state formation. It likewise provides a pan-
oramic picture of rural normales, their changing structure and unique place
within Mexico’s larger teacher-training system. Chapter 2 delves into the rural
normales’ carly history in the 1920s and their consolidation under radical
Cardenista principles in the 1930s. It shows how socialist education had a last-
ing effect on an institutional culture whose mores the FECSM preserved and
reproduced, setting the stage for the schools’ long-lasting politicized culture.

Chapter 3 begins in 1940 as post-Cardenista regimes steered state policy
to the right. In this context, the number of rural normales was reduced by
almost half, and new educational reforms ended socialist pedagogy and co-
education, decreased the schools’ autonomy, and replaced previous appeals
to social justice with appeals to national unity. Significantly, the Cold War
would give the right new tools with which to demonize activist teachers, a
context that established rural normales as bulwarks of the revolution.

By the late 19505, two decades of state neglect of campesinos had produced
an increasingly urbanizing nation, concentrating teachers in the cities while
the greatest need for them lay in the countryside. Chapter 4 telescopes out-
ward and, through the lens of education, assesses the different sectors vying to
define the course of the revolution. Loath to address educational needs through
structural reform as rural normalistas demanded, the state doubled down on its
appeal to teachers’ missionary duty and self-sacrifice. Normalistas and teachers
fought back, prompting the state to paint them as dangerous subversives. At
the same time, the government’s own effort to expand primary education
emboldened old foes—namely, the Catholic Church and powerful business
groups—which harnessed the panic over the 1959 Cuban Revolution in an
effort to roll back previous limits on private and religious education.
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During the 1960s new repertoires of struggle emerged in rural normales.
This decade, which crystallized the association between these institutions
and the radical protest of their students, is the focus of chapters s and 6. Key
to this dynamic were the joint teacher-student-campesino land takeovers
in northern Mexico, which soon gave way to a regional guerrilla group in
the northern state of Chihuahua. Chapter 5 examines the nature of rural
normalistas’ participation in this state’s agrarian struggle to highlight how
student protest characterized Mexico’s periphery before the widely recog-
nized 1968 movement in the capital. It shows how the rural background of
normalistas marked them in unique ways as they drew on two politically rich
categories, that of the campesino with its deep roots in the Mexican Revolu-
tion and that of the student, which during the 1960s acquired such charged
meaning. Chapter 6 follows this dynamic at the national level through the
FECSM-led strikes. By analyzing the nature of normalista demands and the ex-
perience of those who participated in the struggle, I show how their unrest
manifested elements of old- and new-left politics.

Chapter 7 explores the state’s effort to contain rural normalista organ-
izing with particular attention to the 1969 SEP reform that reduced the coun-
try’s rural normales from twenty-nine to fifteen, disbanded the FECSM, and
implemented unprecedented harsh disciplinary measures at the remaining
schools. Given this severe blow to student power, chapter 8 traces normalista
efforts to recover and reconstitute the FECSM. It shows how student organ-
izing became more militant but also more fractured. President Luis Echever-
ria’s (1970—-76) democratic opening provided a space for normalistas to regroup.
In this context, normalistas—together with campesino activists—achieved the
creation of a new rural normal in the state of Morelos. But the 1970s also saw
the proliferation of guerrilla groups, to whom the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre
signaled the impossibility of working within the system. Many rural nor-
malistas collaborated with or joined these armed movements, a dynamic that
cemented their radical reputation. By the decade’s end, state surveillance, in-
filtration, and demonization of rural normales marked the system.

The epilogue recounts the SEP’s decentralization process, which, coupled
with the economic crisis of the 1980s, paved the way for the increasing neo-
liberal restructuring of education. It addresses the latest changes to the rural
normal system and other educational reforms of the subsequent three decades,
closing with a discussion of some of the recent episodes of normalista protest
and repression.
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THREE YEARS BEFORE the Missing 43 became a worldwide symbol of
Mexico’s state and narco-violence, police killed two Ayotzinapa students
who, along with their peers, had blocked the Mexico City—Acapulco high-
way in December 2011. The normalistas were protesting the Guerrero gov-
ernor’s stonewalling of their yearly negotiation over school resources. The
killings shook but did not deter Ayotzinapa students, who closed their
school in protest and organized subsequent mobilizations. Among the ban-
ners the normalistas prepared, one depicted their peers’ deaths as part of a
larger history of campesino massacres. The image they drew up included sev-
eral blood-soaked corpses; in addition to the two normalistas, bodies rep-
resented the 1995 Aguas Blancas massacre, in which police killed seventeen
campesinos en route to a demonstration, and the 1998 El Charco massacre,
in which soldiers killed eleven indigenous Mixtecs participating in a com-
munity assembly. The banner shows yet another body outline, this one with a
question mark, an open interrogation about the next instance of state terror.

Even as this sign illustrated how much Ayotzinapa students understood
themselves as a persecuted group, they likely never imagined the nature
and scale of the attack that came in Iguala on the night of September 26 and
elicited such far-reaching national and international condemnation. Some
of the survivors of both attacks stated that, had the police been prosecuted
for the 2011 killings, the 2014 ones might not have happened, or at least not
so brazenly. That assertion may be difficult to maintain, but, along with the
student banner, it reflects normalistas” keen understanding of the long rela-
tionship among protest, state violence, and impunity. Ayotzinapa laid that
dynamic bare for the world to sece. The mobilizations it inspired, in turn,
added another lesson in resistance to institutions that, for a century, have

made justice for campesinos a constituting element of their existence.
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Introduction

1. Three other people were also killed, and twenty-four suffered gunshot
wounds, including seven normalistas. On the army’s tracking of the students, see
Anabel Herndndez and Steve Fisher, “La historia no official,” Proceso, Decem-
ber 13, 2014. For a blow-by-blow account of the attack on the normalistas and the
state’s cover-up, see Herndndez, Verdadera noche.

2. Human Rights Watch, “Vanished.”

3. For example, just two and a half months carlier, the military had killed
twenty-two people in Tlatlaya, Mexico State, claiming the casualties resulted
from a confrontation with drug traffickers. Investigations soon revealed the mil-
itary had executed at least twelve of the individuals who were unarmed or trying
to surrender and altered the scene to look like a confrontation had taken place.

A much larger massacre, of 193 people, mostly Central American migrants, took
place in 2011 in San Fernando, Tamaulipas. It was perpetrated by the Zetas cartel,
but investigations also revealed the participation of Mexican police. On Tlatlaya,
see Human Rights Watch, “Mexico.” On San Fernando, see “Mexican Police
Helped Cartel Massacre 193 Migrants Documents Show;” NPR, December 22,
2014, https://www.npr.org/2014/12/22/372579429/mexican-police-helped-cartel
-massacre-193-migrants-documents-show.

4. While much of this violence took place under the presidential administra-
tions of Vicente Fox (2000-2006) and Felipe Calderén (2006-12), both from
the National Action Party, the violence itself resulted from the PRI’s decreased
hegemony and the ensuing turf battles. With the ascendance of opposition parties
since the 1990s, the PRI no longer held a monopoly over regional drug-trafficking
power arrangements.

s. During the summer and fall of 1968, students from campuses across Mexico
City organized a series of protests. Initially sparked by the government’s excessive
use of force against a skirmish between two rival high schools, the movement that
developed soon issued a demand list that, among other things, included freedom
for political prisoners, the abolishment of Mexico City’s riot squad, and respect
for university autonomy. More generally, participants denounced the enormous
amount of resources devoted to the Olympic Games Mexico was preparing to
host that fall. On October 2, as students held a massive rally in Tlatelolco’s plaza,
the army surrounded them and fired into the crowd, leaving an estimated two
hundred to five hundred dead. Although it was known primarily as a student
massacre, the mobilizations included many other sectors of the population who
were also victims of repression.

6. In the 1930s the rural normales became explicitly for the sons and daughters
of campesinos as well as the children of rural teachers. The term campesino is itself
expansive and generally refers to those from the countryside who are poor.

7. For a sample of these thinkers’ writing, see Loyo Bravo, Casa del pueblo.
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8. Paul Gillingham has studied this dynamic in Guerrero for the 1930s and
1940s, but there is little other work for subsequent decades or other regions. See
“Ambiguous Missionaries.”

9. Grandin, Last Colonial Massacre, xvi.

10. On critical pedagogy see Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Paulo Freire
emphasized that the means of transmitting knowledge matter as much as the
content. At rural normales the education process rarely followed the dialogic
approach envisioned by Freire.

11. For an overview of theories of consciousness, see Carpenter and Mojab,
“Adult Education.”

12. See Thompson, Making of the English Working Class.

13. For a Latin American case study that looks at the diverse origins of con-
sciousness among Chilean workers, see Winn, Weavers of Revolution.

14. See, for example, Choudray, Learning Activism; and Kelley, Freedom
Dreams.

15. Organizations like the Black Panthers or the Young Lords, for example, de-
voted much time and energy to breakfast programs for Black and Brown children,
community health care, or campaigns to bring attention to toxic or dilapidated
inner-city housing.

16. See, for example, Gould, 7o Lead as Equals.

17. For two works that detail this process for dramatically different times and
places, sce Avifia, Specters of Revolution; and Hylton and Thomson, Revolutionary
Horizons.

18. In the first chapter of Insurgent Collective Action and Civil War in El Sal-
vador, Elisabeth Jean Wood provides a concise summary of various explanatory
frameworks of this puzzle.

19. For the 19505 independent teachers’ movement, see Loyo Brambila, Movi-
miento magisterial; for the 1970s, see Cook, Organizing Dissent.

20. In 1964, for example, only 2.9 percent of school-age children in the
countryside completed the six years of elementary education, a number that also
reflected the small proportion—one in ten—of schools in the countryside that
went up to sixth grade. Greaves, Del radicalismo a la unidad nacional, 266-67.

21. Sanderson, Agrarian Populism, 144—ss.

22. Wright, Death of Ramén Gonzilez, 6-7. As Wright shows, such large-scale
use of chemical fertilizers also had devastating effects on the environment and on
the health of farmworkers.

23. Gollas, “Breve relato de cincuenta afios,” 232—33.

24. Latapi, Andlisis de un sexenio, 140; and Torres, “Corporativismo estatal,”
167.

25. Torres, “Corporativismo estatal,” 164.

26. Munoz Izquierdo and Lobo, “Expansién escolar,” 10.
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27. Cook, Organizing Dissent, 2n2. In the late 1970s, the SNTE had over halfa
million members; by 1985 it had 700,000 and by 1990 close to a million. Torres,
“Corporativismo estatal,” 162, 166.

28. For example, Carlos Jonguitud Barrios, himself a graduate of a rural normal
who later studied law at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, headed
the SNTE from 1974 to 1977. Before leading the official teachers” union, he served
on the PRI’s executive committee and was later a national senator for the party.
He was also the director of the country’s social security system and governor of
San Luis Potosi in the early 1980s.

29. Torres, “Corporativismo estatal,” 166.

30. Street, “SNTE, 47.

31. Greaves, Del radicalismo a la unidad nacional, 116; and Arnaut Salgado,
Historia de una profesion, 96n4.

32. For example, Jackson Albarrdn, Seen and Heard in Mexico; Civera Cere-
cedo, Escuela como opcidn de vida; Lewis, Ambivalent Revolution; Vaughan,
Cultural Politics in Revolution; Vaughan, State, Education, and Social Class;
Britton, Educacién y radicalismo; Raby, Educacién y revolucién social; and Ruiz,
Mexico.

33. Pensado, Rebel Mexico; Gémez Nashiki, Movimiento estudiantil; Carey,
Plaza of Sacrifices; and Zolov, Refried Elvis.

34. Henson, Agrarian Revolt; McCormick, Logic of Compromise; Alegre, Rail-
road Radicals; Avifia, Specters of Revolution; Walker, Waking from the Dream; and
Padilla, Rural Resistance.

35. While there is now an emerging historical literature on elections, with a
few exceptions, such as Luis Javier Garrido’s £/ partido de la revolucién institucio-
nalizada, the state party that emanated from the revolution and ruled Mexico
continuously for seven decades has received scant historiographical attention.
While historians acknowledge that what came to be known as the PRI underwent
important shifts, power struggles, and changes, there have still been few historical
studies about the institutions that played a key part in its function as a state party.
For example, there is no historical study on the SNTE, Mexico’s biggest and most
powerful union, whose leadership was intimately tied to the party’s corporatist
structure. Thom Rath’s Myzhs of Demilitarization in Postrevolutionary Mexico,
1920-1960, and Aaron W. Navarro’s Political Intelligence and the Creation of
Modern Mexico, 1938-1954, are important examples of works that have now begun
to probe the state party’s inner workings and its relationship to other institu-
tions. Marfa Munoz’s Stand Up and Fight likewise examines how a sector of the
indigenous leadership became incorporated into and engaged with the PrI. For
recent work on elections, see Gillingham, “Mexican Elections”; Magaloni, Vaoting
farAutacmcy; Gomez Tagle, Transicion inconclusa; Servin, Ruptura y oposicion;
Loacza, Partido Accidn Nacional; and Pansters, Politica y poder en Puebla. On the
PRI’s early years, Gillingham’s Unrevolutionary Mexico.
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36. This follows Greg Grandin and Gilbert Joseph’s call to consider Latin
America’s century of revolution as a distinct historical period. See Grandin and
Joseph, Century of Revolution.

37. Joseph, “Latin America’s Long Cold War,” 402.

38. Grandin, “Living in Revolutionary Time,” 28.

39. Pensado and Ochoa, México beyond 1968.

40. Gillingham and Smith, Dictablanda.

41. How hard or how soft the state’s heavy hand came down depended on a
group’s socioeconomic standing. Mexico’s most marginalized—the rural poor—
bore the brunt of the state’s use of force. The 1968 Tlatelolco massacre was
exceptional not in its brutality but in its attack against middle-class protesters
in the nation’s capital before the eyes of the international community as Mexico
prepared to host the Olympic Games. State violence in the countryside—both
selective and indiscriminate—was a constant feature of the PRI regime. See, for
example, Avifia, Specters of Revolution; McCormick, Logic of Compromise; and
Padilla, Rural Resistance.

42. Knight, “Peculiarities of Mexican History,” 132—42.

43. Grandin, Last Colonial Massacre, 186.

44. Paul Gillingham and Benjamin T. Smith, for example, argue that “for the
majority of Mexicans the Cold War may instead have depoliticized everyday life”
because expressions of discontent “remained wedded to pre-existing rhetoric,
alliances and organizational structures.” “Introduction,” 2.4.

4s. Dubois, “Atlantic Freedoms.”

46. Novick, That Noble Dream. See also Linda Gordon’s critique of Peter
Novick’s framework, which, she writes, sets up an objectivity/relativism binary
that “oversimplifies the meaning and tensions between structuralist determinism
and emphasis on agency.” “Comments,” 68s. These questions are thus not new,
but it behooves us to keep them in mind as we take stock of the first post-1940s
Mexicanist historiographical generation in a field that, as Jaime M. Pensado and
Enrique C. Ochoa remind us, has long been inaccessible to working-class students
of color. “Preface,” xiii.

47. While noting an inherent tension in acknowledging our position as histo-
rians while taking distance from it, Trouillot rejects “both the naive proposition
that we are prisoners of our pasts and the pernicious suggestion that history is
whatever we make of it” Silencing the Past, xix.

48. Kelley, Freedom Dreams, ix.

49. Part of the General Directorate of Political and Social Investigations
(Direccién General de Investigaciones Politicas y Sociales, DGIPS) and the Federal
Security Directorate (Direccién Federal de Seguridad, DES), these collections
were formally declassified in 2002 (though the former collection had been partly
accessible since 1999). Beginning in 2014, access was increasingly restricted, but
as of February 2020, Mexico’s National Archive (Archivo General de la Nacién)
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announced that these collections were once again open and available for consulta-
tion. My own research with the DFs collection took place in 2007.

so. The SEP archives have changed locations three times since I first began my
work there in 2007. Their reference system has also undergone some modifica-
tions. My repeated inquiries about post-1940s documentation on rural normales
never received a clear answer, other than these documents are still part of person-
nel files and therefore inaccessible.

st. Individual institutional particularities, themselves marked by regional
context and histories, are beyond the scope of this study. Regional or comparative
ethnographies will hopefully be the subject of future research. For two histor-
ical works on individual normales, see Herndndez Santos, Tiemspos de reforma;
and Ortiz Briano, Entre la nostalgia y la incertidumbre. Students in education
programs in Mexico have also written theses on individual rural normales, though
neither these nor the historical studies cited here make claims about the partic-
ularities of the institutions that are the subject of their work. Examples of such
theses include Reynoso Sénchez, “Ser estudiante normalista rural”; Pinto Diaz,
“Formadores”; and Vite Vargas, “Formacién docente.”

s2. Portelli, “Living Voices,” 248.

53. Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different,” 67, 64.

s4. For example, many participants cite the prominent leadership of rural
normalistas in the challenge to the SNTE’s authoritarianism and corruption in the
1970s and 1980s as resulting from the political formation at rural normales. There,
mandatory FECSM marches, bozeos (soliciting donations on buses or along high-
ways), and political assemblies meant that many of their graduates had experience in
the art of public speaking, political recruitment, and popular organizing. No such
institutionalized practices existed in state and urban normales. Significantly, it was
not just the left that tapped into such skills; rural normalistas also relate that these
very qualities made them attractive among official circles eager to co-opt them.

55. Victoria Ramirez, interview.

One. Normales, Education, and National Projects

1. Fowler-Salamini, Agrarian Radicalism, xv.

2. On teacher resistance during the Diaz regime, sce Vaughan, Stare, Educa-
tion, and Social Class, 75—76; and Cockcroft, “Maestro de primaria.”

3. Cockeroft, “Maestro de primaria,” 568. Unless otherwise stated, all transa-
tions are my own.

4. Fell, José Vasconcelos, 119.

s. Fell, José Vasconcelos, 127.

6. Vaughan, State, Education, and Social Class, 140—42.

7. Vasconcelos, “Discurso pronunciado en el Teatro Arbeu en la Fiesta del
Maestro,” May 14, 1921, Boletin de la Universidad » (July 1921): 240, quoted in
Fell, José Vasconcelos, 119—20.
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