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Introduction

On Testimony, Social Memory, and
Strategic Emotional Political Communities
in Elena Poniatowska’s Cronicas

TO TRAVEL ACROSS THE zOcALO in Mexico City with Elena Poniatowska
is to see her connected to her readers and public. In July 2012,1 spent an after-
noon with Poniatowska as she participated in a rally for Andrés Manuel
Lépez Obrador (amLo), following national elections in which he ran for
president a second time (the third time ended up being the charm). The
rally took place in the midst of a large annual book fair, the Feria Interna-
cional del Libro del Zécalo (International Book Fair of the Zécalo).
Ostensibly, we were crossing the Zdécalo to look for a particular book
Poniatowska was interested in. Instead, we spent at least an hour inching
across this large public square as Poniatowska signed her books, primar-
ily her crénicas, for dozens of people. In contemporary Mexico, the term
cronica can refer to shorter essays written as reports for newspapers or to
longer journalistic pieces written in a polished literary style, sometimes
described as testimonial narratives. From thirteen-year-olds to people
her own age to entire families, people commented again and again about
how much they loved her books. Most mentioned La noche de Tlatelolco
and Nada, nadie: Las voces del temblor. People had purchased these books and
others, and they wanted her to inscribe them, which she did with unfailing



Figure I.1 Elena Poniatowska at the International Book Fair in the Zécalo,
July 2012. Photograph by author.

patience, writing personalized inscriptions for each fan and agreeing to be
photographed with most of them (figure L1).

“This one is for my grandmother,” who lived in Tlatelolco, said a young
man with a small child in tow. “What is her name?” asked Poniatowska.
“It is Maria de la Luz,” he answered. Poniatowska slowly opened the front
cover of a copy of La noche de Tlatelolco, gently folded it back, and carefully
inscribed the book, dedicating it to Maria de la Luz. She often decorates
such dedications with a drawing of flowers or hearts. She writes them
in a careful script, with fat cursive letters and emphatic punctuation that
exudes enthusiasm.

The people who stopped her were from all walks of Mexican society
and many appeared to be working class, from what are called “las clases
populares.” Throughout this hour, I realized I was watching Poniatowska
literally wading into her public. This book explores the power of Elena
Poniatowska’s crénicas and her public presence in creating what I call
“strategic emotional political community” and influencing the historical
memory of many Mexicans. As her interactions at the book fair illustrate,
Poniatowska has forged a strong connection to her readers. One of the ways
she has done this is by questioning the stance of the distanced and objective
observer in her crénica writings and public persona. She has progressively
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pushed against the assumed divide between journalism and activism, be-
tween observation and participation. While her first book-length crénica,
La noche de Tlatelolco, is explicitly written by someone who was not a direct
participant in the student movement and is based on interviews prior to
and after the 1968 massacre of students—from her reporting on Mexico’s
“Dirty War” of the 1970s when she was an advocate for the rights of
political prisoners and the disappeared, to her account of the 1985 earth-
quake when she became an activist supporting one of the organizations
that came out of the quake, to her crénica of the 2006 occupation of the
Zécalo by Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador and the Partido de la Revo-
lucién Democritica (PrD, Party of the Democratic Revolution)—she
documents her own participation in the occupation as well as her ob-
servations about the thousands of men and women who sustained it. In
her journalistic crénicas with the Zapatistas in the 1990s, she becomes an
ardent supporter of the Ejército Zapatista de Liberacién Nacional (EzLN,
Zapatista Army of National Liberation) and a public fan of Subcoman-
dante Marcos and his writing. More recently, in her engagements with
the movement seeking forty-three disappeared students from Ayotzinapa
in 2014, Poniatowska not only writes and talks about the disappeared and
their families but uses public spaces such as the Feria Internacional del
Libro (International Book Fair) in Guadalajara to help the families gain
access to news media and the public.

Elena Poniatowska at a book fair in Mexico City, surrounded by a multi-
generational crowd of enthusiastic readers who call her name, talk to her,
take photographs with her, and ask her to sign copies of books: this is
just a snapshot of the interconnected stories this book tells about Ponia-
towska, her mastery of the crénica, and her and their roles in Mexican
politics, culture, and memory. These stories include how Poniatowska has
used the crénica along with public performances and dialogues as politi-
cal tools; how her evolution as a writer and journalist defied the division
between observation and participation; and how through time, based on
her chronicling of crisis events, she helped shape an influential narrative of
contemporary Mexican history.

In building narratives of history, we are always confronted by the fact of
multiple and complex truths and the stakes and consequences of particu-
lar episodes and events. We also have to consider how these narratives are
connected to individuals and communities of people. How do they make
their way into a critical public formed by different kinds of people? How
do particular versions of events come to take hold in print media? How are
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they shared, memorialized, and reproduced through time? What role does
the writing style through which events are captured in print media have
in engaging readers? How do writers engage in different kinds of public
performances and dialogues that may augment the force of their writing and
their personas in the eyes of their publics? How does engaged writing influ-
ence politics? Taking a close look at Elena Poniatowska as a public figure
and chronicler of Mexico can help us answer these questions.

Her singular approach has made her deeply significant to many Mexi-
cans and kept her relevant on the Mexican political and cultural stage for
more than sixty years. If we look at Poniatowska’s writing career through
time, we can clearly see how her method urges us to dig deep in our quest to
understand the truth, how different truths emerge, and how we can engage
with what may ultimately be the unknowability of history. We can also see
how, through her crénicas, Poniatowska has built a multistory house of
collective memory.

Her writing as public engagement with Mexican politics along with her
performative politics in multiple venues contributes to the consolidation
of Poniatowska as a significant Mexican political figure. She is perhaps
the Mexican writer who has had the greatest impact on oppositional poli-
tics during the past four decades. She has done this through the power
of words, emotional expression, personal writing, and stories in a style
very different from masculine writing of the same period. Through respect
and a deep probing of her characters’ emotions, she connects them to her
readers across class, ethnicity, race, and generations. Through telling the
stories of those left on the outside looking in, of the poor and working
classes who are the builders of popular culture, Poniatowska widened and
deepened who is visible and heard in Mexican history. One of her most
important vehicles for doing this is through the crénica.

On Telling Stories. Whose, How, and Why

The crénica is a major genre in Mexican letters that is malleable in nature
and can be tied to earlier narrative forms such as “The History of the Indies
of New Spain and Islands of the Mainland” by Diego Durédn, commonly
referred to as the Durdn Codex, published around 1579. In Mexico, the
crénica is a literary genre that serves as the major bridge between politics
and culture. Poniatowska has excelled in both short and long forms of
crénicas; analysts of her early career (when she was a journalist special-
izing in interviews) even credit her with inventing a particular Mexican
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crénica style and a unique style of fiction built on real-life characters and
situations, along with writer Carlos Monsivéis.! Her longer crénicas are
known for their gripping narratives, such as the layered stories that help us
see, smell, hear, and feel the tragedy of the earthquake in Mexico City that
registered 8.0 on the Richter scale, as documented in Nada, nadie. Testi-
monies shared orally and told into a tape recorder or written up in detailed
notes and translated into a text are the building blocks in her crénicas.

In Mexico, historians Eugenia Meyer and Alicia Olivera de Bonfil pub-
lished a seminal article in 1970, “La historia oral: Origen, metodologia,
desarrollo y perspectivas” (Oral history: origin, methods, development and
perspective). As part of the research team that founded the Departamento
de Investigaciones Histéricas (Department of Historical Investigations)
at the government-funded Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Histo-
ria (National Institute of Anthropology and History), they worked with
others, including Winberto Jiménez Moreno, to organize a sound (oral
history) archive in 1959, “with the objective of retrieving and preserving live
testimonies from distinguished people from political and military life dur-
ing the Mexican Revolution of 1910.”? In 1968 they concentrated their oral
history project on all kinds of survivors of the Mexican Revolution, whose
stories were deemed of urgent importance because of their advanced age.In
1985 Olivera de Bonfil published Mi pueblo durante la Revolucion (My town
during the Revolution), which highlighted testimonies of the revolution
from the oral history archive at the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e
Historia. Meyer published accounts of socialist education in Mexico under
President Lazaro Cirdenas (1934—40), exiles from the Spanish Civil War
in Mexico (who arrived during the Cardenas presidency), exiles from other
Latin American countries, and other topics—all based on oral histories.

In their article, Meyer and Olivera de Bonfil lay out guidelines for
how to conduct oral histories and note that “humble people, less cultur-
ally evolved, are more accessible for interviews.” While today we would
clearly question the idea of people being “more or less culturally evolved,”
the importance of Meyer and Olivera de Bonfil’s project at the time was to
validate a wide range of perspectives on the Mexican Revolution and other
historical events and to affirm the role of oral accounts in the construction
of historical narratives. The fact that this movement happened in Mexico
City at the same time that journalists were pursuing interviews and using
oral testimonies in their newspaper and supplement stories is no coinci-
dence. The use of tape recorders, transcriptions of what people said, and
then their editing and publication was a growing practice in Mexico in
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the 1960s and 1970s. Elena Poniatowska’s use of testimonials she collected,
previously published testimonies and narratives, and newspaper articles in
her first book-length crénica, La noche de Tlatelolco (1971), is consistent with
the legitimization of oral histories and narratives in the Mexican academy
through the work of Meyer, Olivera de Bonfil, and others.

Oral testimony refers to a person’s account of an event or experience as
delivered from their lips. It is an oral recounting of a person’s perception of
a past event through sight, sound, smell, and other sensory information. It
signifies witnessing and is often performative and public.* The practice of
oral testimony has been broadly defined as a form of retrospective public
witnessing of historical events that are “essentially not over” and are “in
some sense brought into being by the process (itself interminable) of tes-
timonial witnessing.” In this way, oral testimony can become a vehicle for
broadening historical truth by opening up who legitimately speaks, and is
heard, in a given society.

There is a robust literature on the role of zestimonio (testimony) in Latin
American social movements and politics, and in determining what kinds
of “truths” are captured through testimonies.® Spurred by David Stoll’s
book Rigoberta Menchii and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans (1999), which
questions the objective “truth” of I, Rigoberta Menchi: An Indian Woman in
Guatemala (1983), an Indigenous Guatemalan’s published testimony about
the violence and genocide perpetrated against her family and other In-
digenous peoples, the debate has taken many difterent directions. In my
2013 book on the role of testimony in a Oaxacan social movement that
displaced the state for several months, I take the position of the film critic
José Rabasa: all “forms of collecting testimony are by definition forms of
engaged dissemination of the truth.”

Poniatowska’s crénicas and other writings have been crucial in broad-
ening Mexican historical truths and perspectives. Poniatowska’s friend and
fellow chronicler, Carlos Monsiviis (1938—2010), pointed to Poniatowska’s
La noche de Tlaltelolco and Fuerte es el silencio (1980 cronica of political pris-
oners, the disappeared, and victims of Mexico’s Dirty War of the 1970s) as
seminal contributions to the contemporary genre of Mexican chronicles.?
Beth Jorgensen, a longtime analyst of Poniatowska’s work, writes that the
contemporary Mexican chronicle, which is “perched on the threshold be-
tween literature and advocacy, narrative and essay, document and figure,
elite and popular culture, and investigation and advocacy ... makes a
contribution to democratizing culture and to imagining a more inclusive
and authentic democracy.” While Poniatowska’s crénicas do all of this,
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they also do something more. They forge direct emotional connections
between the oral testimonies of the people whose stories she tells and
readers. Channeling her ability to create complex and rich characters in
her novels, Poniatowska uses this same technique to communicate the full
humanity of those whose stories she shares and links them to larger
political, economic, and social relationships and structures. One of the
main conduits of communication is human emotion. In order to develop
the concept of emotional strategic political community, I am particularly
interested in how testimony forges emotional connection. How do people
giving public testimony on repression and traumatic events and those lis-
tening become emotionally connected to each other? Can they, through
this connection, act together to denounce, document, and create political
impact? Are they part of emotional communities tying speakers and lis-
teners together through shared emotional connections linked to difficult
and tragic events? As I explain later in this introduction, the concept of
“emotional community”is proposed by Colombian anthropologist Myriam
Jimeno as a way of positing how it is that people can become connected
through traumatic events.!” The oral narratives in crénicas and in public
performances by writers such as Poniatowska bring listeners and readers
into community with those whose stories are shared. The transfer of what
are told as oral testimonies onto the written, textualized page and their
dissemination can play an important role in whose voices are heard, and
by whom. Testimonies collected and widely disseminated through crénicas
and in other forms can influence the way that historical events are remem-
bered and canonized.

Poniatowska has challenged the idea that she “gives voice” to the people
whose stories she records, transcribes, and publishes: “I always believed
that the people had a strong voice. When they say that ‘the people don't
have a voice,’ I say that, on the contrary, they have a very powerful voice.
'The voice of the people is much stronger than the conventional voices
that we are used to hearing.”! But a voice captured on an audio recorder
and then filed away and never transcribed or played back does not resonate
beyond the moment of telling. If, however, the recording of a voice is tran-
scribed and included in a newspaper article that is read by thousands, it
is “heard” by many. In the case of the 1985 Mexico City earthquake, as I
explore in chapter 3, Poniatowska first tape recorded narratives of survi-
vors on a daily basis, wrote them up, and published them in La Jornada.
Later, in 1988, they were published as a book titled Nada, nadie: Las voces
del temblor.? The daily publication of the narratives in 1985 helped bring
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survivors’ experiences to the entire country. As a published writer of créni-
cas, Poniatowska has a critical role in amplifying what she says are already
strong voices.

The key, then, to the effectiveness of crénicas, like the oral histories
Meyer and Olivera de Bonfil published, is the amplification of voices that
are often silenced, actively delegitimized, or confined to family and neigh-
borhood conversations. Poniatowska agrees that this is a legitimate focus
for her work: “Rather than give voice, what I have been doing is to gather
voices that have not been heard before. This has been a fascinating process
for me because it opened up a world for me that was very creative and that
I learned so much from. I learned a great deal from the people I encoun-

tered in the street. And I keep on learning.”

Why Cronicas?

Poniatowska credits her self-taught training in journalism, which began
in the 1950s, with giving her the tools to solicit testimonies and craft
them into the narratives of crénicas. Poniatowska joined the Excélsior
newspaper in 1953 to write for the “society” column. Since that time, what
has remained of central importance to her is the question of “;para qué?>”
(what for?). What are the stakes in journalism and publishing crénicas?
What are the consequences of bringing forward particular points of view
and getting them into the public record? How can writing and publication
be political tools? When I asked her to define the genre of the “crénica,”
Poniatowska highlighted these questions through her emphasis on the
“ipara qué?”

I think that you have to respond to the crénica with the four or five fun-
damental, basic questions of journalism, which are: how, where, when,
why, and then you always add another question, which is para gué, what
tor? Why does it matter? These are the fundamentals they teach to any
journalist when they start their career. ... But for me, you always have
to add, why. Why are you telling something? I believe that the crénica is
an event that you observe and you try to be the most objective possible,

but you are always limited by who you are as a person.!

While she mentions trying to be “objective,” she tempers this by acknowl-
edging that how a writer observes and captures an event on the page is al-
ways linked to who the writer is. In this sense, a writer’s politics will likely
influence how they document and interpret particular events.
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In discussing the genre of the crénica in relation to other literary genres
in Mexico, Poniatowska believes that the Mexican public is more inter-
ested in crénicas than novels.

'The material of real life is so amazing that it forms the basis for sto-
ries that are far superior to anything that could be plucked from a
writer’s imagination. In the case of the crénicas in Mexico, the great
chroniclers [cronistas] really have been more important than novel-
ists. You could think about the case of Monsiviis, who is an extraordi-
nary chronicler. . .. A fabulous crénica goes so much further than any
novel. For example, you have the case of one year, 1994, which includes
the assassination of Luis Donaldo Colosio, presidential candidate of
the pr1 [Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolu-
tionary Party)]. The same year Subcomandante Marcos and the EzLN
burst on the scene in Chiapas. And that very same year, the wife of
Luis Donaldo Colosio, Diana Laura—who was a lovely woman—dies
of cancer. Before she dies, she refuses to take the arm of Carlos Salinas
de Gortari [who was the actual president of Mexico at the time] when
he offers it. You couldn’t find a greater amount of Shakespearean trag-
edy than this.”

Mexico provides ample dramatic material for crénicas and that has
been the case since their start. Poniatowska places contemporary Mexican
crénicas and cronistas in a genealogy beginning with Bernal Diaz del Cas-
tillo, originally a foot soldier in the army of Herndn Cortés in the conquest
of Mexico and later the governor of Santiago de los Caballeros de Guate-
mala, present-day Antigua, Guatemala. His chronicle, Historia verdadera
de la conquista de la Nueva Esparia (The true history of the conquest of New
Spain), was completed in 1568. As she explains, “Mexico is a country linked
to the Chronicles of the Indies, from Bernal Diaz del Castillo and from
others who sent their chronicles to Spain. We have cronistas who go much
further than novelists and they cover an entire epoch. The important thing
in a country as big as Mexico is to document the country.”® She identi-
fies in some ways with chronicler Diaz del Castillo as he moved through
Mexico for the first time, chronicling what he saw, informed by his foreign
Spanish background. Poniatowska felt a powerful sense of discovery as her
own writing developed and she came to know the many different Mexicos
that existed in parallel to her life as a child in an upper-class family with
many privileges. When she came to Mexico City from France at age ten,
everything was new and interesting to her: “I remember arriving in Mexico.
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In contrast with France where I came from, when I looked at the map of
Mexico, I saw zones that were yellow and it said, zona por descubrir,’ zone
still to be discovered. That was fascinating to me.”” The zones “of discov-
ery” on the map Poniatowska saw as a child erased Indigenous precolonial
crénicas. Ethnohistorians of Mexico point to the importance of Indig-
enous codices in the genealogy of crénicas, which begins long before the
conquest. The largest collection of preconquest Indigenous documents are
Mixtec Codices, which contain genealogies, biographies of particular indi-
viduals, mythologies, and accounts of ceremonies and important events.!®
The history of crénicas has deep roots in Mexico, a perspective Ponia-
towska endorses in general and in relation to her own work.

Heralded writer and chronicler Carlos Monsivdis also discusses créni-
cas in relation to the era of conquest in Mexico. In the prologue to his
edited book, A ustedes les consta: Antologia de la cronica en México (You will
make known: anthology of the chronicle in Mexico), Monsivéis begins
with an epitaph that links the past and present through the written form
of the chronicle: “And the Aztecs arrived from Aztldn unto Lake Tenoch-
titlin, and observed the signs as prophesied, and there with the nopal,
eagle, and serpent, a crowd of reporters and chroniclers awaited them.”"’
This passage subtly suggests how time travels through chroniclers, linking
the Spanish chroniclers and seemingly present-day reporters to the arrival
of the Aztecs from Aztlin to Lake Tenochtitlin. While splashed with
Monsiviis’s ironic sense of humor, the epitaph is quite serious in relation to
what Monsiviis identifies as key to the definition of a chronicle: “a literary
reconstruction of historically verifiable events, characters, and atmospheres
in which attention to language and form prevails over the immediate de-

mands of reporting information.”?

Cronicas and Gender

While historically many chroniclers have been male, recent scholarship
on colonial women writers has also analyzed those who wrote letters, in-
quisitorial transcripts, and wills and testaments as part of the genre. Valeria
Afién suggests that although women’s writing was often relegated to the
“private sphere,” if we look carefully at the colonial written record, we can
find forms of chronicle that women wrote that were directed to public
authorities.?! For example, a letter from Isabel de Guevara to Governess
Princess Juana, written in Asuncién in 1556, narrates the conquest of Rio
de la Plata while highlighting the role of women in that process.?? Other

Introduction



documents such as wills and testaments reflect women’s direct voices and
articulate their desires. Isabel Moctezuma (Mexico, 1510-1550) and Fran-
cisca Pizarro (Cusco, 1534—Madrid, 1598) are examples of women who left
such documents.?

Michelle McKinley’s pathbreaking book, Fractional Freedoms: Slavery,
Intimacy, and Legal Mobilization in Colonial Lima, 1600—1700, uses legal
and ecclesiastical archives to highlight hidden sources of women’s testi-
mony, suggesting that they serve as a kind of crénica. For example, slave
women used censuras hasta anathema (censures until damned)—publicly
stated demands issued from the pulpit during Mass “requiring those with
knowledge of an event or action to provide truthful testimony or suffer
the consequences of excommunication” or ultimately damnation—to gain
a forum.?* McKinley’s original use of religious archives and her skill in
highlighting the testimonies of enslaved women as legal and everyday
protagonists who occupied multiple identities and fought for their own
and their children’s freedom have added much to our understanding of
how colonial women saw their world and worked to have their experi-
ences chronicled and documented. While discussions of contemporary
crénicas often emphasize their hybrid nature and connection to orality,
if we are able to expand our notion of varied “discursive forms and other
traditions in which the importance of orality . .. takes center stage,” we
can successfully include many more women as chroniclers of the colonial
period in Latin America.”® While that is not my primary focus here, I feel
it is important to recognize the current work being done to broaden the
analysis of crénicas throughout Latin America history, particularly those
written by women.

Historically, women’s crénicas have not received the same attention as
men’s have in Mexico. The “premier” urban chronicler of Mexico City is
usually considered to be Salvador Novo (1904-1974). In fact, Novo was
named the official chronicler of Mexico City in 1965 by President Gus-
tavo Diaz Ordaz. Novo launched his writing career in the early 1920s and
became a poet, essayist, journalist, and member of an avant-garde “non
group-group” of writers. While known for his writing, he also became a
figure of popular culture himself, frequently photographed and appear-
ing on radio and television. Writing thousands of articles on Mexico City
that painted the city in vibrant terms, he cultivated a “provocative public
persona, conspicuously exploring frivolous or banal themes precisely at the
time when intellectuals were expected to act as solemn guides for a na-
tion that was emerging from ten years of civil war.”?® Doing little to hide
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his homosexuality, Novo celebrated the boom in popular culture through
newspapers, magazines, radio, and cinema, bringing them to the atten-
tion of urban Mexicans. Closely linked to official government circles—and
supporting the official version of events in the 1968 student massacre in
Tlatelolco—Novo had a consistent conservative tone to his writing. He
later was of interest to a broader public because of his pioneering role as an
“out” gay writer in Mexico.?’

At the same time that Novo was writing in Mexico City, so was Cube
Bonifant. In fact, her first column was for E/ Universal Ilustrado magazine
in 1921, the same publication that would become a stepping-stone for Sal-
vador Novo. Writing what was ostensibly an advice column for women,
she offered “sharp social and political criticism that would undoubtedly
have been censured in more serious sections of newspapers.”? She went on
to write film criticism for the next twenty years, providing both historical
context about films and comments on trends and genres. She acted as well,
and became a public persona. Known for her acerbic wit and confronta-
tional style, she pioneered a kind, ironic humor and contentious writing
that other chroniclers later followed. Because she was female, Bonifant
was expected to write for an audience of women. As Viviane Mahieux,
who analyzes the writing of Bonifant and other female urban chroniclers
in Latin America, notes, “rarely could a female chronicler walk out of the
feminine page to other sections of a publication without an anxious editor
pointing out the unique status of her gender.””” Bonifant began to write
tor the daily E/ Mundo in 1922 in a column called “Solo para ustedes” (Only
for you). But the name was later changed to “Solo para vosotras” (Only for
you women).* In writing about radio in a different publication, she simply
signed her initials. By writing about film for much of her later career, she
was able to escape the gender straitjacket to some degree, but open cover-
age of news and politics in the mainstream sections of newspapers was
not an option for her or other women writers. They had to fit their critical
commentaries into other spaces.

Bonifant’s early career writing for women in some ways foreshadows
that of Poniatowska, who first wrote for the society section and stuck to
the interview format. She also wrote often about Mexican literature, film,
and culture. If seen from a gendered point of view, the form of the crénica
that Poniatowska became known for, beginning with her book La noche de
Tlatelolco, could be seen as a skillful adaptation, innovation, and reinvention
of the spaces to which female journalists were confined. The style she de-
veloped in writing shorter essays about everyday Mexicans, in interviews,

Introduction



and in observations that were published in supplements and parts of the
newspapers not formally defined as “news” is consistent with the kind of
limits put on women’s writing. By publishing her 1968 crénicas in book
form in 1971, she was able to break out of the gendered spaces of news-
papers and cultural supplements. As the formats and number of newspapers,
magazines, and other print media grew from the 1960s on, the options for
where and how to publish also grew. Poniatowska’s commitment to focus-
ing on women in her newspaper and book crénicas have helped her forge
a connection with female readers and to profile women as participants in
history in ways that were often overlooked by other reporters.

While male writers such as Monsiviis, a close friend of Poniatowska’s,
use wit and keen intellectual insight to engage with politics and popular
culture, they do not use emotional expression or engage with the emotions
and feelings of those they portray to connect with readers. Poniatowska
does, and that, I suggest, is an important part of the power of her writing. At
a larger level, Poniatowska has also made the sentiments, experiences, and in-
sights of a wide range of difterent kinds of Mexican women legible and le-
gitimized in Mexican society. Her crénicas, in particular, have emphasized
the participation of women in a wide range of social movements and have
illustrated the importance of their activism. As a woman writer who has
elevated women in her writing for five decades, she has also participated
in widening the participation of women and others in the Mexican polity.

The Power of the Cronica

In his 1987 essay “De la Santa Doctrina al Espiritu Publico (Sobre las fun-
ciones de la crénica en México)—often known as his complaint about why
not enough attention is paid to crénica writing—Monsiviéis outlines some
key functions of the crénicas in Mexico: “Why has the crénica been situ-
ated in such a marginal position in our literary history? Neither the enor-
mous prestige of poetry, nor the omnipresent seduction of the novel are
sufficient explanations for the almost absolute disdain for a genre that is so
central to the relationships between literature and society, between history
and daily life, between the reader and the formation of literary taste, be-
tween information and amenity, between testimony and the primary mate-
rial of fiction, between journalism and the project of nation-building.”!
Discussed by literary analysts as a hybrid text or “liminal genre,” the
chronicle sits at the intersection of fiction and nonfiction.? As Jérgensen
notes, in Mexico “literature is not systematically divided into fiction and
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nonfiction texts,” providing the opening for genres like the crénica, which
straddles both categories.® She goes on to examine how the role of lan-
guage itself and postmodern theorizing about language and discourse offer
tools for helping us see how “skepticism toward what we know about the
world and how we know it increasingly pervades literary writing, histori-
ography, journalism, anthropology, and ethnography.”™* Jérgensen suggests
that if histories of events are understood not as “what actually happened”
but as discourses “not in the service of truth, but of power,” then this pro-
duces an instability in textual categories.® Jérgensen’s insight that histo-
ries and narratives of events should be taken as discourses in the service
of power is important. What I hope to document in this book is how
Poniatowska’s crénicas—through their narration of historical events from
multiple perspectives, often highlighting the voices of those who are not in
power—push back on power. Discourse cannot be taken as “the truth” but
as a part of the human experience of events. Thus, the versions of events
we find in Poniatowska’s crénicas should be seen as broadening history.
She is telling stories that make history, as the title of this book suggests.

Jorgensen further argues that beyond making a case for “reality” in non-
fiction (which one can question based on language as constitutive and not
reflective of human perception, memory, and communication), there is
little else that “separates nonfiction and fiction as verbal texts.”® There are,
in fact, more similarities than differences between the two:

all manner of linguistic registers, narrative structures, and rhetorical de-
vices are common in all modes of storytelling. Most importantly, the story
itself, whether it be characterized as historically based in nonfiction or
hypothetical in fiction, is equally employed in both forms, and the strat-
egies of emplotment construct a meaning that exists only in the narra-
tive, and not, even for nonfiction, in some preexisting, original form that
writing has somehow retrieved. Here is where the distinction threatens
to blur. In the recognition that the plot or nonfictional narrative shapes or
composes its thematic “content” and does not simply transmit a meaning
already contained in real-life events, nonfiction seems to cut loose from

its moorings to the referent and edge toward fiction.’”

Many of the conventions of storytelling are common between fiction
and nonfiction, blurring the distinction. In crénicas, the nonfictional nar-
rative shapes the interpretation of the oral testimonies. In Nada, nadie,
for example, each individual oral narrative achieves its meaning not in
isolation but because of the larger narrative structure it is a part of. The
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power of crénicas comes from their storytelling conventions and the ways
in which individual experiences are interpreted as part of a wider, collec-
tive experience. In the case of Poniatowska’s crénica Nada, nadie, for ex-
ample, the testimony of Judith Garcia, “My Family Was Not Killed by the
Earthquake; What Killed Them Was the Fraud and Corruption Fostered
by the Government,” achieves its power both through Garcia’s individual
experience and the emotional communication of her raw fear and terror—
“I thought, Tm going to die; I'm on the fifth floor, 'm going to die.’...I
knew I was being ejected. It occurred to me to look for the window frame,
and I thought that by falling from the fifth floor I was going to be the one
killed”—and its connection to a larger interpretive frame.*® After detailing
how her family died and by some miracle she survived, Garcia continues,
“I want to state that the people who died didn't die because of the earth-
quake; that is a lie. People died because of poor construction, because of
fraud, because of the criminal incapacity and the inefficiency of a cor-
rupt government that doesn’t give a damn about people living and working
in buildings that can collapse.” This oral testimony coexists within the
larger structure of the book, which builds layer after layer of similar stories,
and then oral testimonies from social movement activists who point to a
long history of poor construction, fraud, and government ineptitude.
While Jorgensen places crénicas within the set of overlapping conven-
tions that characterize fiction and nonfiction, Linda Egan proposes what
she calls “an Indigenous theory of the chronicle,” which arises “out of the

»40

works themselves.”” Her analysis is based on the work of Monsiviis as a

journalist and theorist.*! She suggests that a crénica does the following:

— Includes history . .. and [because it translates local and national
experiences into literature, is the incomparable ally and accomplice
of history], but itself is not history;*

— Belongs to the field of journalism but exceeds the brief length of
both straight news reportage and opinion-page essay;

— Enjoys close kinship with the essay, but stretches and ultimately
overwrites that form’s staid boundaries;

— May contain the testimony of witnesses or others . .. without
becoming what is understood today in Latin America as festimonio;
and

— Ostentatiously helps itself to the same narrative tools used by the
short story and the novel, and thus may; at least in part and some of

the time, resemble fictional discourse.
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These characteristics that Egan identifies underscore Jorgensen’s point
about the fuzzy line between fiction and nonfiction. My primary concern
here is to explore the power of the crénica in using cultural forms to trans-
form politics and how we remember historical events. In this project, its
hybridity and mixing of genres within the space of a storytelling narrative is
precisely the secret to its transformative power. Crénicas, perhaps more
than other literary forms, have the potential to reach a broader audience,
and therein lies their power.

Encountering Reality through Storytelling

Why do people in Mexico like to read crénicas? Due to their specific
form, Jorgensen suggests, crénicas permit an encounter with reality and
combine “the power of storytelling with the power of critical commen-
tary and analysis within the authorizing frame of nonfiction discourse.”*
Several other characteristics, Jorgensen highlights, contribute to the ap-
peal of crénicas to a broad audience. The crénica “seamlessly blends fact
with fiction and the urgency of on-location reporting with a more liter-
ary attention to style and aesthetics. ... It freely borrows characteristics
of the short story, the essay, and the ethnographic narrative in offering a
perspective that frequently runs counter to official or authorized versions
of events.”® By drawing on the drama of real life, blending it with the
aesthetics of storytelling and striking photographs, invoking a prominent
orality of language and testimony—that is, retelling what happened from
multivocal perspectives—the crénica draws readers into intense emotions
and often crisis situations.

In her discussion of what she terms crisis chronicles, Jorgensen com-
ments on how both Monsivais in “No sin nosotros” Los dias del terremoto,
19852005 (“Not without us”: Days of the earthquake) and Poniatowska in
Nada, nadie not only document the tragedies that thousands of people suf-
tered in the earthquake but also “delve into existing structural factors that
cause or exacerbate catastrophic events and the potential for a constructive
challenge to the status quo.” In the case of Poniatowska, I would build
on Jorgensens observation to say this is a fundamental characteristic of
all her crénicas, and is part of the ways in which her written works as
well as her very public persona have contributed to a powerful narrative of
Mexican history and politics.

Egan suggests that cronistas such as Monsivdis and Poniatowska
deliberately position themselves to report on sites of struggle and social
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movements—an observation with which many would agree. She suggests
that crénicas can be understood as critical mirrors of society: “The crénica
positions itself in a public space to hold up a critical mirror to society
caught in the act of re-inventing itself. . . . But the cronista, practicing what
has aptly been called transformational journalism, will choose to report on
thematic sites where struggles over power implicitly contain the greatest
potential for change.” Thinking of crénicas as critical mirrors makes a
great deal of sense, particularly in their ability to reveal structural causes
of inequality and injustice through a literary form that uses storytelling to
convey this information. The movement between the first-person voice of
the author and the third-person voice of others telling what happened to
them is one of the conventions that makes this possible.

Unlike newspaper stories that in the past could be thrown away and thus
were somewhat disposable (at least until the advent of the digital archiving
of newspaper stories, which may give them eternal, if not a very long, life),
the compiling of individual stories and testimonies in books gave that form
of crénica perhaps a different purpose. Documentation of testimonies at a
particular point in time—as Poniatowska does in her crénicas—does not
freeze the meaning or significance of those testimonies in the moment.
Each time they are recited, read, and remembered, they acquire new mean-
ing in a new context. And it is also the emotion embedded in such public
testimonies that allows them to transcend specific historical contexts. In
this way, social memory can be thought of as having ever-changing and
distinct relationships with time.

The models of time that many Indigenous peoples work with can
provide us with important insights here. Rather than assume that time is
linear and that we as humans exist on one plane marked by a distinct past,
present, and future, the knowledge systems of Native peoples—such as the
Nahua, the Maya, the Nasa, the Mixtec, and the Kahnawake Mohawks—
can link the past, present, and future through one event, through one fea-
ture of the landscape that marks a significant occurrence, or through a
ritual, a song, a prayer, or a map.* If we think of a testimony or collections
of testimonies on the written pages of crénicas as symbolic objects, like
a prayer or genealogy that has emotional force through its telling and
reproduction, then we can see it as a continual generator of emotion
and memory.
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Cronicas and Strategic Emotional Political Communities

Poniatowska’s crénicas—often containing firsthand testimonies of in-
tense suffering, trauma, and resilience—result in the construction of what
Myriam Jimeno has called “emotional community.”® I build on Jimeno's
concept to explore how textualized oral testimony can spark emotional and
political connections, often across economic and social difference. This is
not to deny the often-entrenched racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and gender
hierarchies that permeate the network of people who provide and listen
to someone’s testimony about a traumatic event. Rather, it is to suggest
how emotion—such as the fear felt in looking for disappeared loved ones
after an earthquake or after detention by police—can serve as a link across
difference to forge strategic emotional political communities that, in turn,
can have an impact on how tragic events are remembered and, through
historical memory, forge paths for current political action. In most cases,
this network of testifiers and readers, what I call a strategic emotional politi-
cal community, are brought together in a shared political ethic.

Here I would like to briefly unpack the four components of this con-
cept and their individual and mutually constituted meanings. Strategic may
recall for some the concept of “strategic essentialism,” coined by postco-
lonial theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak to describe how marginalized
and minoritized groups mobilize around a shared identity to represent
themselves. Much discussed in anthropology and ultimately disavowed by
Spivak herself because of the way the concept was used by nationalists,
my intention here is not to channel the original Spivakian sense of the
word.”® The word strategic here refers to the ways in which flexible and
differentiated communities have both been documented by writers such
as Poniatowska in particular political junctures in order to move forward a
particular political agenda but also in terms of the kinds of choices involv-
ing intentionality and selectivity that is part of how Poniatowska and any
writer or chronicler gives meaning to a particular event. Tragic and dramatic
events like earthquakes, massacres, and, as I write today, pandemics tend to
magnify existing inequalities and injustices. Often social movements and
other forces for change emerge out of these moments, and in that sense,
they work strategically in the space created by the rupture of the “normal”
or status quo. Strategic in the sense that I am using it here in relation to
emotional political communities has to do with when, how, and with what
means an event, a group of people, a social movement, or other phenomena
are represented by an author. Politically strategic means that an author like
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Poniatowska aims to create a community and intends for it to have a po-
litical dimension, such as pushing the government to reform. At the same
time, politically strategic refers to the intention to build a sector of critical
and politicized readers and actors, usually in concert with others.

Emotional in this concept has to do with the embodied, affective di-
mensions of connection that are wrought in life through shared partici-
pation in events and how such connection is crafted on the page by a
writer such as Poniatowska. One of the distinguishing characteristics of
Poniatowska’s writing is her unique ability to capture the personalities,
teelings, and affective dimensions of those she writes about and connect
them to larger events but also to readers. I say much more on this in the
pages ahead and also in relation to the concept of emotional communities
coined by Jimeno.

Political refers here not only to institutional and electoral politics but in
relation to the ways that Poniatowska and other writers work in crafting
their political participation and performances to include informal politics
such as activism, media campaigns, theater, rallies, and now social media.
Poniatowska has been one of the major Mexican figures over the past four
or five decades who has helped redefine what counts as politics in Mexico.
In the case of Poniatowska, this redefinition has come not only through
her writing and coverage of other forms of politics but also how she herself
has functioned as a political actor, often but not always outside institu-
tional and electoral politics.

'The term community has a long and complex history in anthropology,
history, and other social sciences. In 1983 historian and political scientist
Benedict Anderson published his book Imagined Communities,in which he
explains how people came to perceive themselves as connected in imagined
communities called nations after the Industrial Revolution, primarily
through the means of print capitalism. A nation, he wrote, “is imagined
because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of
their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds
of each lives the image of their communion.”™! The nation is imagined as a
community because, despite inequality and exploitation, “the nation is al-
ways conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship.”? The imagined com-
munity, Anderson suggests, exists between people who feel connected but
don't actually know one another. Anderson’s suggestion that part of what
defines a community comes primarily through imagination is problematic
here. The strategic and political aspects of the communities Poniatowska
documents and is a part of actively creating involve serious effort—the
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crafting of writing, its dissemination, and connections with readers but
also the building of active networks and the creation of meaning. There is
nothing imaginary about the work involved in creating these connections.

Assumptions about the coherence of imagined communities across
differences, inequalities, tensions, and conflict also need to be troubled.
Strategic emotional political communities are not static. They are flexible
and people can move in and out of them at different points in their lives
and in time. The emotional intensity that may come out of a particular
experience such as the student movement of 1968 can change over time
for those who were there. The ways that such experiences are captured and
given meaning on the page and in political performances by actors such
as Poniatowska and many others can and does work to preserve and ex-
pand what might be called a strategic left emotional political community
through time, and render it as a touchstone for oppositional politics in
Mexico. The creation of and work of keeping this strategic emotional po-
litical community functioning and connecting it to the making of history
is at the heart of my discussion.

Beginning in the late 1970s, Poniatowska became a public activist at
the same time that she documented social movements. She was a part of
building strategic emotional political communities through participating
in ongoing public protests in the late 1970s dedicated to pressuring the
government to account for political prisoners and the disappeared, through
being a public advocate for and organizer to support the labor union known
as the Sindicato de Costureras “19 de Septiembre” (Nineteenth of Sep-
tember Garment Workers Union) that grew out of the 1985 earthquake,
through advocating for the EZLN, and through using her public-speaking
platforms to keep the forty-three students from Ayotzinapa disappeared
in 2014 in the public eye. She also wrote crénicas as newspaper articles
and books that continued to build relationships between readers and the
people whose stories and social movements she documented. Wedding ac-
tivism to writing permitted her to do this.

Jimeno suggests that people who have lived through and commemorate
horrible events, such as the massacre of Naya carried out in Timba Cauca
in 2001, create an emotional identity.”> We can see that the identification
process involved in creating emotional community does not center on
concepts of identity such as ethnicity, class, race, or gender but on creat-
ing networks of connection through shared emotion. Such connections
may eventually articulate into political action, and in that context result
in shared identities, but the processes of identification involved in creating
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emotional community work somewhat differently than those linked to
structural identity categories of difference. The concept of emotional com-
munity requires important discursive work, the creation of shared symbols,
and the production of connection across difference—processes that work
against compartmentalization and tensions that emanate from the produc-
tion of opposing conflict-based identity categories.

'The process of creating emotional community is centered in the act of
one person narrating his or her experience of suffering to another so that
it is not identified only with the victim “but is extended to other audiences
who can identify with the experience and be moved by it.”>* It produces
not just a moment of compassion but also a connection, sometimes po-
litical, that can be translated into concrete actions. This raises the ques-
tion of whether we can separate emotional and political communities. My
prior research on social movements would suggest that the answer is in
the very way that people talk about and narrate their own experiences
of repression, resilience, and action. There is no neat analytical way to
separate emotions as experienced in the body (rapid heartbeat, tighten-
ing of the neck, tensing of the muscles, perhaps a rise in body temperature
in the case of anger and fear), the description of events, and then the way
an individual feels. Afterward, when people share an oral narrative about
something that happened, the emotional experience is part of what they
narrate. Take, for example, this testimonial from La noche de Tlatelolco by
Diana Salmerén de Contreras:

I was still clutching my brother’s hand, despite the fact that there were
other people between us and I tried to pull him closer to me. Some stu-
dents were lying there on the ground between us, some of them dead
and others wounded. There was a girl right next to me who had been hit
square in the face with a dum-dum bullet [bullets designed to expand
on impact]. It was ghastly! The entire left side of her face had been
blown away.

'The shouts, the cries of pain, the weeping, the prayers and supplica-
tions, and the continuous deafening sound of gunfire made the Plaza de
las Tres Culturas a scene straight out of Dante’s Inferno.”

As a reader, I am drawn intensely into the text by the anguish and fear
Diana felt—first in the moment of this experience but also as reflected
in her telling of it. As a listener and reader, I am connected emotionally
to her and indirectly to the scene and experiences of others she alludes to.
Humans have used oral narrative as a mode of knowledge transmission
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for a very long time. If we want to truly understand the ways that emo-
tions work in narrative, in the creation of memory, and in ethical-political
viewpoints and strategic actions, it does not make sense to conceptualize
them as separate.

The experiences of testifying, listening to, and reading others’ testimo-
nies are key to how political perspectives develop not only in individuals
but also in how these individuals connect with others to analyze the world
from a partially shared optic (often cognizant of difference at the same
time), and in how groups of people can participate in shifting public political
discourses and perceptions. Analyzing this process entails scaling down to
document the pivotal, emotive experiences of individuals; scaling across to
see how actors who experience a shared trauma connect with one another;
scaling out to see the networks constructed through testifying, listening,
and reading; and scaling up to see how this strategic network or emotional/
political community can take on a larger ideological life in relation to other
public discourses and ideologies. As suggested by the example of Diana’s
testimony and what happened on October 2, 1968, in Tlatelolco, the emo-
tional connection her testimony brings connected her first to Poniatowska
and then through the publication to other readers. The chapters that follow
further develop how this process can involve politicization of readers and
the building of political and emotional connections through public events
that memorialize tragedies like the student massacres of 1968.

In a larger sense, we might think of different levels and kinds of partici-
pation in emotional communities. There are the emotional communities
formed by those who share an immediate experience of suffering from the
same event, and by those who share a similar experience in a different con-
text. Emotional communities can also include those who are empathetic
listeners; they may be not be suftering directly, but they are willing to act
and to take risks to bring tragic and horrific events to light, and they will
work to prevent their recurrence. Such listeners might be considered part
of a strategic emotional political community.

Meeting Elena

In the mid-1980s, I lived in a Zapotec community in Oaxaca, Mexico,
and frequently visited friends in Mexico City. Going from a small town
of five thousand to the largest city in the world at that time was challeng-
ing but exciting. I got to know the city riding around on the Mexico City
Metro, jostled together with thousands of other people as we wove our way
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underground through the city. Most exciting to me was the chance to read
a wide variety of Mexican newspapers and visit bookstores. I first became
familiar with Poniatowska’s cronicas when 1 read La noche de Tlatelolco. 1
found her work in what is now known as the “old” Gandhi Bookstore in
Mexico City, near the Miguel Angel de Quevedo subway stop. I was living
in Mexico when the 1985 earthquake occurred. I flew to Mexico City to try
to help out with the organization of civil society and made it in time for
the second aftershock. The aftermath of the earthquake and the Mexican
citizens’ amazing participation in recovery efforts made a lasting impres-
sion on me. Poniatowska’s crénica about the earthquake, Nada, nadie: Las
voces del temblor, was not published until 1988, when I was back in the
United States and working at my first tenure-track job in anthropology at
Northeastern University in Boston. The book was an important source for
anyone trying to understand urban social movements in Mexico City and
elsewhere.

In thinking about how my perspective on Mexican history was influ-
enced by Poniatowska’s crénicas as a graduate student, I came to wonder
about how her work had affected other readers, in Mexico and the United
States, and their ideas about Mexican history. As an anthropologist, I
ended up documenting some of the same social movements as Ponia-
towska, including urban social movements that grew out of the organ-
izing of civil society after the 1985 earthquake, as well as the story of the
Zapatista uprising in the 1990s and its impact not only in Chiapas but
elsewhere in Mexico, including Oaxaca.® I felt a kinship with her method,
and perhaps with what I perceived to be her ends.

For the past two decades, I have framed my work as collaborative activ-
ist ethnographic research.”” Collaboration implies cooperation, having a
share or part in a process. Being an activist suggests that one is aligned
with and committed to a particular sociopolitical process. Ethnography
invokes the self, rich description, and interpretation as a means to know-
ing, while research suggests uncovering information and interpretations.
Thus, as an activist anthropologist, one is open about one’s political sym-
pathies and alignment. Furthermore, through processes of collaboration in
defining the questions to be studied, how to study them, and who partici-
pates, the division between “object of study” and the researcher is blurred.
Participants in a study can include a wide range of people who participate
not just as interviewees but also as intellectuals who conceptualize, analyze,
and in some cases cowrite.”® I see myself as an anthropologist who also
identifies as a participant in a larger shared project with those whose lives I
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am documenting. Creating this sense of a shared project involves pushing
against the distinction between observer and participant—something I felt
was present in Poniatowska’s work. This perspective also has a significant
history in Latin American social science. For example, Colombian soci-
ologist Orlando Fals Borda originated the concept of participatory action
research, a method that “attempted to erase the distinction between re-
searchers and researched, and to rewrite the history of the peasantry from
below using novel formats.”™’

A further question of interest to me as I began to contemplate the role of
testimony and emotion in social movements and politics was the role
of readers and print media, particularly historical accounts that brought in
multiple voices. In studying Poniatowska’s crénicas and through my three
decades as a researcher in Mexico, it became evident to me that her work
was of crucial importance in shaping an influential narrative of Mexican
history. When I had the chance to get to know Poniatowska on a visit she
made to the University of Oregon in May 2010, and in subsequent conver-
sations in Mexico City, I wanted to try to understand how this happened.
Many people I spoke with about her work mentioned her novels, but the
majority always talked about her crénicas. How, I wondered, did these
crénicas contribute to understandings of Mexican history? Did they influ-
ence politics? Could we consider her a political as well as cultural actor in
Mexico?

While the formal sphere of “politics” is so often relegated to elections,
political parties, politicians, and the interpretation of political scientists—
often but not exclusively men—I seek to broaden how we understand and
remember Mexican history and politics. The actions and writing of figures
such as Poniatowska are primarily interpreted as part of the literary can-
non, which indeed they should be. However, because I personally have
documented and written about Mexican history and politics as an anthro-
pologist and ethnographer, I view Poniatowska’s contributions through a
different lens. Much like an ethnographer, through her crénicas, Ponia-
towska has captured the daily lives, opinions, and experiences of many
people who are not in the circles of power. She has also captured the lives
of the elite and famous in her novels and interviews. Poniatowska’s pub-
lished crénicas have reached a broad, critical public that has thrived in
Mexico from the 1950s to the present—particularly through print media,
as I discuss in chapter 1. The versions of historical events she has created by
assembling a multitude of voices—along with many others’ works—have
helped influence how some people in Mexico remember these events. Part
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of their power is in their ability to harness a reader’s emotions. I suggest
that we consider readers a part of strategic emotional political communi-
ties that persist through time.

My interactions with Poniatowska began with several days of long in-
terviews and exchanges on July 2729, 2011, that produced about 200 pages
of transcription. She also provided me with copies of many of her books,
photographs, unpublished pieces, and other materials. After our initial long
interview, I began to visit Poniatowska whenever I went to Mexico City,
at least once or twice a year, beginning in 201r. We often talked, went to
events together, or hung out at her house. I had the privilege of meeting her
children, her grandchildren, and some of her friends. My project is based
on more than a dozen lengthy interviews with Poniatowska from 2011 to
2019, analysis of key crénicas she has written, secondary sources, interviews
with people who worked closely with her, and interviews with and obser-
vations of people who have engaged with her crénicas. At the readings,
speeches, and public conversations that I had the chance to attend with
her, I observed her interactions with a wide range of Mexicans—students,
the urban poor, the Indigenous, social movement leaders and participants,
and mainstream politicians. I also observed reactions to her work in the
public spaces where it was presented; often I spoke with the people at these
events and thus have an ethnographic record of public interpretations and
reception of her work. I also explored exhibits where her work was fea-
tured, where I observed and recorded the reactions of museum visitors. The
process of working with her on this book and getting to know her over the
past ten years has been an enormous pleasure and gift.

Stories in This Book

I use the lens of Poniatowska’s crénicas to explore how this cultural form
contributes to history. At a broader level, I am interested in how testimony,
writing, and the voices of public intellectuals such as Poniatowska enter
the critical public sphere (as discussed in chapter 1), influence processes
of democratization, and impact social memory. Specifically, I address how
contemporary crénica writing and publishing intersect with key political
events through the creation of emotional connections wrought not only
through the act of narration but also through its extension to a wider pub-
lic who can identify with the experience and are moved by it. Poniatowska’s
development as a writer, public intellectual, and activist is woven through
the chapters that follow.
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On a morning Metro ride through Mexico City, after riders are packed
into a car with most standing, grabbing a pole for balance, the lucky few
sit down and open up their newspapers, Mexican true crime comic series,
novels, or cell phones. Throughout the city, readers are engaged with these
sources and also often talking to each other about what they read and
the news of the day. Chapter 1, “Mexico City’s Growing Critical Public:
News and Publishing, 1959-1985,” outlines how a critical public sphere de-
veloped from 1959 through the mid-1980s through print media. Drawing
on recent historiography of the Mexican press, this chapter highlights the
importance of cultural supplements, crime news, and the small circulation
of more radical publications in broadening Mexico’s critical public sphere
as well as engaging different kinds of readers. In Mexico City, the open-
ing of the press followed its own dynamic. There, independent publish-
ing houses and news outlets that grew in some cases out of more official
publication venues were critical to the dissemination of Poniatowska’s and
others’work. In order to understand why people like to read crénicas and
potentially how crénicas and their readers contribute to building strategic
emotional political community, this chapter suggests how different forms
of print media engaged with the public and the role they played in devel-
oping a historical narrative. Annual events such as rallies, public lectures,
debates, and museum exhibits that memorialize events such as the student
massacre in 1968 further solidify the place of these events in the public
imagination. Through documenting such events, print media further con-
tribute to etching them in larger historical narratives.

During the summer and fall of 1968, the student movement in Mexico
City was the topic of reporting, governmental meetings, and talk on the
street. Student activists from the Consejo Nacional de Huelga (cNH, Na-
tional Strike Council) moved about the city in mobile brigades, setting
up lightning meetings on street corners to dialogue with people in their
neighborhoods on the way to work. A march of thousands of students and
workers moved silently through the city, signaling the government’s own
silence and the movement’s desire to communicate that it was a nonvio-
lent, peaceful movement.

On the night of October 2, 1968, military officers and police fired on
students marching into the Plaza de las Tres Culturas (Plaza of the Three
Cultures) in Tlatelolco. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, were killed. Chapter 2,
“The 1968 Student Movement and Massacre,” discusses Poniatowska as a
chronicler of the student movement and explores how Poniatowska’s La
noche de Tlatelolco has become a staple in historical narratives about that
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event and worked through multiple generations of readers to craft strategic
emotional political community. Annual memorialization of the event and
of Poniatowska’s account of it reinforces and amplifies the power of this
crénica and of Poniatowska herself as a writer and public intellectual. The
story of what happened the night of the massacre in Tlatelolco has also
served as a historical touchstone for other episodes of violence, such as the
disappearance of forty-three student teachers in Iguala, Mexico, in 2014.
Poniatowska’s crénica about Tlatelolco and her ongoing activism defend-
ing the rights of the disappeared and of students continues to amplify the
impact of this book and connect it to the present.

Following the 1968 massacre, some student activists went underground
and others spread out across Mexico to organize peasants and the urban
poor. Their optimism and desire to change the system were strongly
opposed by the Mexican state, which initiated a period of repression,
selective political killings, and disappearances known as the Dirty War.
Poniatowska became a public activist for groups advocating for the poor
and marginalized. In September 1985, when hundreds of Mexico City
buildings were leveled in an instant, people were living on the streets, and
the government was slow to respond, Poniatowska was there document-
ing what happened and the organized response of the people of Mexico
City. Chapter 3, “A History We Cannot Forget: The 1985 Earthquake, Civil
Society, and a New Political Future,” analyzes Poniatowska’s book Nada,
nadie and follows its influence in building strategic emotional political
community through the face-to-face organizing it documents and then
through its replication, citation, and memorialization in the anniversaries
of the earthquake.

By the 1990s, Poniatowska was a well-known writer and her texts La
noche de Tlatelolco and Nada, nadie were widely read, particularly by those
on the left, and taught in some schools. When the EzLN burst out of se-
crecy in January 1994, its charismatic spokesperson, Subcomandante Mar-
cos, strategically reached out to public intellectuals and writers in an effort
to harness their support. He let it be known that Poniatowska’s crénica La
noche was on his bookshelf and invited her to meet with him and the ezLN
in Chiapas. Poniatowska accepted the invitation.

Chapter 4, “Engaging with the EzLN as a Writer and Public Intellec-
tual,” examines how Poniatowska’s public dialogues with Subcomandante
Marcos and other leaders of the EzLN used writing and publishing to
broaden understanding and support for Indigenous rights and autonomy in
the 1990s. The chapter also explores her engagement with Zapatista gender
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politics and the ways that her own personal experience as a young, single
mother who suffered assault pushes her to engage across large differences
with Zapatista women. Poniatowska’s personal dedication, admiration, and
advocacy for Zapatista women are seen through her care for Comandanta
Ramona at her house, the use of her newspaper columns to publicize and
promote the ideas of EZLN women, and her ongoing references in public
performances to their accomplishments. Poniatowska, among many others,
forged face-to-face strategic emotional political community with and for
the Zapatistas (particularly the women) and used her public appearances
and writing as a political tool for the EZLN and its ideas. The chapter draws
on Poniatowska’s 2019 novel, E/ amante polaco (The Polish lover), as a source
to illuminate her personal experience with gender inequality, sexual assault,
and the challenges for women raising children alone. For Poniatowska, this
personal experience was foundational in pushing her to engage with many
marginalized women, including those from the EzLN, and center them in
many of her crénicas. The appearance of the EzLN in Mexico’s Zécalo and
Congress in March 2001 were events Poniatowska helped advocate for
and document, along with other public intellectuals.

Mexico City’s Zécalo could be known as La Plaza de Protesta (Protest
Square). On any given day, its vast concrete expanse is host to two or three
different groups of people working to engage the public to understand their
issues. Banners protesting mining, signs advocating for Indigenous rights,
and encampments of discontented peasants are part of the daily scenery.
Without protest, the Zécalo looks naked.

When amLo was declared the loser in the 2006 presidential elections,
he organized a very large-scale and ongoing occupation of the Zécalo
in protest. The occupation became a small city with participants from all
corners of Mexico and an army of organized people to prepare food and
provide education and entertainment, medical services, and more. For
Poniatowska, who participated in the occupation and also documented it,
there was a direct connection to the kind of civil-society organizing that
emerged after the earthquake. Solidarity and collective connection were
daily and widespread.

Chapter 5, “Amanecer en el Zécalo: Crénica, Diary, and Gendered Politi-
cal Analysis,” explores how Poniatowska positions herself as both activist
and chronicler in Lépez Obrador’s 2006 campaign and the occupation.
This chapter also highlights her participation in formal politics, her friend-
ship with Jesusa Rodriguez, her portrayal of the plantdn (sit-in) and its
people, and her portrayal of AMLo. She also provides a critical analysis
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of formal political processes and at the end, of some of the forms of PRD
organizing she observed. The chapter points to how, through this work, she
has formally merged observation and participation in historical events and
social movements. Her detailed descriptions of the people in the plantén
and how they carried out political theater, dialogues, and events elsewhere
in the city also suggest how the strategic emotional political community
forged in the plantén was extended to other parts of the city. The harsh
criticisms and even death threats she received for her political activism
tor Lépez Obrador highlight the risks taken in combining activism with
writing.

As suggested by the constant occupation of Mexico City’s Zécalo, pub-
lic activism is a normal part of the continuum of Mexican politics. Student
activism is expected, and each year on the anniversary of the massacre
of Tlatelolco, students organize events and marches to commemorate the
student movement and the massacre. In order to prepare for such events,
students sometimes jump onto public buses and ask the drivers to loan
them the bus for a period of time to transport their fellow students to
events. In late September 2014, several groups of student teachers departed
from the town of Ayotzinapa to head to the larger city of Iguala. There
they attempted to commandeer buses. What could have been a somewhat
normal occurrence went horribly wrong on the night of September 26,
2014. Chapter 6, “/Regrésenios! The Forty-Three Disappeared Students
from Ayotzinapa,” explores Poniatowska’s journalism and speeches as well
as her advocacy surrounding the disappearance of forty-three students
from the Ayotzinapa Rural Teachers’ College in Iguala, Mexico, in 2014.
Drawing from two examples of Poniatowska’s public speeches and per-
formances, the chapter suggests that Poniatowska, along with the missing
students’ parents and many other groups and individuals, helped keep the
memory of the students alive and pushed the government to carry out
a credible investigation of the disappearances. This last chapter is also a
portal to the understanding of how repeated cycles of repression become
compacted in Mexican social memory and can create new social move-
ments with connections through time. The chapter describes how Ponia-
towska leveraged her status as a public figure and decades of accumulated
networks and connections to bring attention to the disappeared students
through using almost all her public appearances, lectures, and dialogues
to advocate for justice for the disappeared students and their families. In
doing so, she brought to bear the accumulated strategic emotional political
community forged through her and others’ activism and her writing.
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As a public intellectual and writer, Poniatowska and many others have
influenced public perceptions of historical events in Mexico, from the
1960s to the present. By mobilizing the hybrid form of the crénica, public
dialogues, and performances as cultural and political tools, Poniatowska il-
lustrates the importance of vibrant and accessible writing and speaking to
shaping social and historical memory. At a larger level, when viewed col-
lectively, Poniatowska’s crénicas, activism, and performances can be seen
as crucial building blocks in the forging of a multigenerational political
community with others committed to achieving social justice for the mar-
ginalized and the silenced in Mexico.
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Mexico City’s
Growing Critical Public

News and Publishing, 1959-1985

ON OCTOBER 2, 2018—the fiftieth anniversary of the massacre of students
in the Plaza de Tlatelolco—Elena Poniatowska spoke on cNN en Espa-
fiol about her book La noche de Tlatelolco. She was interviewed in Mexico
City in the living room of her home, with shelves piled high with books
behind her. Wearing elegant pearl earrings and her trademark red lipstick,
she was relaxed and engaged with the interviewer, Rey Rodriguez. When
he began by saying, “You have written many books,” Poniatowska smiled.
He continued, “One of the books that has most marked your career as
a writer and journalist is La noche de Tlatelolco.” Poniatowska leaned in
toward Rodriquez and told him about the death of her younger brother,
Jan Poniatowska, in 1968, which served in part as an inspiration for her
to write the book. Rodriguez turned to her, stating, “Nobody had writ-
ten anything like you did, with an investigation.” Poniatowska turned to
face him and shared the story of how she found out about the massacre
through two friends: “But I couldn’t go at that moment because I had a
baby in my arms. My son Felipe was breastfeeding. I went the next morn-
ing between one feeding and another at five in the morning. And I saw
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a landscape from after a battle. Tanks, soldiers, blood, shoes. They hadn’t
taken anything away. I saw everything.”

Later in the interview, Rodriguez asked her, “Did anything change af-
terward?” Poniatowska replied without hesitation, “Afterward, yes, it did
change, I think . .. for the good. The government thought, here there are
citizens. Here there are Mexicans. Here there are people with an opinion.
A very critical press emerged afterward.” The 2018 interview forms part
of an annual set of activities that mark the 1968 massacre in Tlatelolco—
including marches, exhibits, and, often, an interview with Poniatowska.

Poniatowska’s underlining of the emergence of a critical press after
the 1968 massacre highlights the importance of the growth of a critical
public sphere in Mexico. Historians have provided insights into the be-
ginning of a critical public sphere not only through print media but also
through radio, stage theater, movies, and comics. Through her biography of
Mexican painter Pepe Zuiiga, for example, historian Mary Kay Vaughan
suggests that in Mexico City “the media participated in the creation of
publics and subjects.”* Through her analysis of Mexico City life focused on
youth in the 1950s until the 1980s, Vaughan writes that “the mass media,
its messages and technologies suggest the formation of a more critical and
demanding subjectivity and a new notion of rights.” Vaughan’s work im-
portantly underlines how more creative forms of expression (outside print
media) generated a critical public of youth drawing on emotion, human
empathy, and the insistence on rights to affection, protection, and freedom
of expression. The role of print media in democracy and, more specifically,
in creating access for a wider range of people to engage with politics and
discuss cultural, political, and other themes is an important part of the
story of how crénicas such as La noche de Tlatelolco and the reporting that
preceded the book reached a broad Mexican audience. The emergence of
a critical public in Mexico through the Cuban Revolution of 1959; the
formation of a broad leftist movement known as the Movimiento de Lib-
eracién Nacional (MLN, Movement of National Liberation) that united
major intellectuals, left politicians, and activists in favor of social justice;
and the explosion of youth activism focused on the right to freedom and
protesting adult authoritarianism and corruption all acted to consoli-
date a critical public in the 1960s. This critical public was significantly
concentrated at the Universidad Auténomo de México (unaMm, National
Autonomous University of Mexico), which was a significant source of
new outlets for critical expression. The autonomy of uNAM was crucial to

Chapter One



this capability for fostering new and independent media and other outlets
of political and creative expression.®

While mainstream media before that time was largely controlled by the
state with some exceptions, with the emergence of a strong critical public
in the 1960s and subsequent pressuring by civil society for an opening
of print and broadcast media and of political representation, government
control of mainstream media decreased over time. This was in part because
of some actions on the part of the government in the 1970s to open up
politics and some parts of public media gradually. But other events, such
as the 1985 earthquake and the strengthening of independent media and
social movements as well as the state’s own negligence and corruption
over time, greatly expanded the critical public that first consolidated in
the 1960s. For the period discussed here, from 1959 to about 198j, it is
important to see the state’s participation as enabling an opening under
Luis Echeverria and José Lépez Portillo in limited ways but also through
negligence, corruption, and ineptness under the subsequent PRI regimes
facilitating the consistent expansion of that critical public until 1985 and
far beyond. In what follows, I seek to make this dynamic clear but also to
highlight the importance of precursor spaces in print media prior to 1959
that also warmed up readers as part of an eventual critical public. I also
suggest how print and other media were crucial to the building of strate-
gic emotional political community through time and across generations
through their roles in the annual memorialization of events linked to 1968
and other crucial events in Mexican history.

Historians who document the creation of a growing critical public sphere
in Mexico from 1959 to the 1980s push back against the idea that a hege-
monic Mexican state had a stranglehold on media and allowed no open-
ings. Historian Vanessa Freije suggests that urban Mexicans, such as those
who eventually consumed Poniatowska’s crénicas, developed “a ‘mediated
citizenship’ in which their political commitments and practices were
forged through everyday interactions with mass media.”” Focusing on
what she calls denuncia journalism carried out by reporters who exposed
(denounced) official wrongdoing, Freije offers a nuanced look at how
journalism connected ordinary people with political elites and fostered
public debate in the process. Her research and that of other historians
detailed here make clear that denuncia, independent journalism, and po-
litical commentary flourished well before the mid-twentieth century and
served an important function in facilitating critical media consumption and
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commentary skills among literate Mexicans. Building on other studies of
cultural politics, historians of the Mexican press now point to the many
ways in which the state permitted limited opposition journalism, how re-
gional papers offered investigative journalism that took down public of-
ficials long before Mexico City papers did, and how crime news and other
forms of popular publishing opened up venues for debate.® These dynamics
are particularly important for looking at independence in the press in re-
gions outside Mexico City, which had its own distinct dynamic.

The critical public sphere in Mexico City that these historians docu-
ment revolved in important ways around uNAM and the Instituto Politéc-
nico Nacional (1PN, National Polytechnic Institute). Intellectuals moved
between the universities and institutions of the government, participating
in political organizations as well as publishing books and essays that could
be critical of the state. Eric Zolov’s recent book, 7he Last Good Neigh-
bor: Mexico in the Global Sixties, details the ways that Mexican president
Lizaro Cardenas (1934—40) participated in a broad leftist movement—the
MLN, founded after the Cuban Revolution in 1959, acting as a kind of elder
statesman of the left—with access to the state. When competing visions
for a revolutionary utopia and how to get there splintered the MLN by
1962, the government of Adolfo Lépez Mateos (1958—64) simultaneously
repressed some members of the MLN, which was linked to the Communist
Party, but also “cultivated and shielded” others, such as novelist and intel-
lectual Carlos Fuentes.” When Gustavo Diaz Ordaz assumed the presidency
from 1964 to 1970, the relationship between the office of the president and
left-wing intellectuals frayed, according to Zolov.'® Zolov’s earlier work on
countercultural aesthetics and influences on the Mexican student move-
ments of the 1960s suggests the importance of the West and international-
ism on a critical public sphere as well.!! In other words, the ways in which
Mexicans came together to engage in critical public debate on the page,
face-to-face through political demonstrations, or in cultural means of ex-
pression such as theater were influenced not only by Mexican history and
events but also by what was happening in the rest of the world, particularly
in Latin America, Africa, and Europe. In sum, this historical work sug-
gests the importance of a rich, critical public sphere that had widespread
participation by a range of Mexicans. Mexico City was at the epicenter of

this engaged public.
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Coming of Age in the Excélsior Society Pages

In the 19508, newspapers in Mexico, as elsewhere, had gendered geographies
of writing. Even in the alternative cultural and small-scale presses, editors
and most essayists and reporters were men. There were, however, sections of
mainstream papers aimed at women. Excélsior was no exception. The “so-
ciety section” featured discussions of high-society news such as dances and
charity events, tips on raising babies, and coverage of famous celebrities.
There were few female reporters at the paper, and those who were hired
covered these “feminine” stories. It was difficult for women to transcend
stories targeting female readers and to move into mainstream reporting.

Elena Poniatowska began her journalistic writing career with Excélsior
in Mexico City in 1953, after returning from studying in the United States.
Not only did she not have any experience writing for newspapers, but she
had been educated in the sheltered environment of an elite Catholic girls’
school, Eden Hall, Convent of the Sacred Heart Boarding School in Torres-
dale, Pennsylvania. Poniatowska’s parents sent her there to study along
with her sister Kitzia in the late 1940s. A memoir of Eden Hall written by
V. V. Harrison and published in 1988 describes the experience of Sacred
Heart as “not just a strict school” where life “closely aligned to a penal col-
ony,” but it also explains how the mission of the Society of the Sacred Heart
instilled a sense of social justice in students.? The book also emphasizes the
close attention that the nuns paid to their students. Barbara Boggs Sigmund,
mayor of Princeton, Pennsylvania, from 1983 until her death from cancer in
1990, wrote a review of the book for the New York Times. A graduate of
a different Sacred Heart school and of Manhattanville College, which
Poniatowska had hoped to attend, Boggs wrote that “self-confidence was
instilled in us, along with self-control.”™ Poniatowska recalled that the
writing education she received as well as the daily discipline of Eden Hall
both served her well. While Poniatowska wanted to remain in the United
States after she completed high school to study medicine, the devalued
peso made it impossible for her parents to afford college tuition. Instead,
she returned home to Mexico City and studied shorthand and typing, as
many young women did. The skills she attained at boarding school and her
family connections got her recommended and hired for a job at the major
Mexican newspaper, Excélsior; to write for the society pages.™

At age twenty-one, Poniatowska’s first assignment was to interview an
important political figure, the U.S. ambassador to Mexico, Francis White,
who had recently arrived in Mexico City. “Un hombre optimista: El
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Embajador Sr. White” (An optimistic man: The Ambassador Mr. White)
was published in Excélsior on May 27, 1953, on the front page of Section B,
“Sociedad y eventos varios” (Society and various events).”® According to an
article in Excélsior about Poniatowska’s one-year stint with the newspaper,
she conducted and wrote up 365 interviews—one a day. In his reflections
on the history and role of the supplement in Mexico’s print media, writer
and editor Fernando Benitez stated, “Elena Poniatowska made the inter-
view into an art.”® She certainly got a lot of practice during her first year
at Excélsior.

Elena leaned forward in her chair as she described to me how she began
a journalism career: “I got myself into journalism, and I was conducting
one interview daily. I didn’t know my country at all; I didn't even know
who the people I was interviewing were, and it was a huge learning curve
for me.” She paused, smiled, and continued with increased energy, her
eyes sparkling. “Also, journalism is addictive. There’s a saying . .. when the
snake bites, there is no remedy in the pharmacy—meaning once journal-
ism piqued my interest, there was no turning back. And it was true. I then
began conducting one interview daily, every day. I no longer thought much
about studying.” Beginning with Mr. White the ambassador, Elena was
hooked on writing. The vast number of interviews she did during her first
year made her a very efficient and disciplined writer. What is even more
remarkable is that with her admitted lack of knowledge about the people
she was interviewing, she was able to produce vivid and complex portraits
of those she talked with. For example, in a 1953 interview with photogra-
pher Gertrudes Duby, a resident of San Cristébal de las Casas, Chiapas,
and wife of archaeologist and explorer Frans Blom, Poniatowska paints
a picture of Duby as a powerful female figure proud of her age, physical
strength, and knowledge. The interview, “Woman and Explorer: Tireless at
52,”appeared on July 28,1953, in Excélsior. She quotes Duby: “I can navigate
rivers, swim across them, open paths with my machete, climb up and down
mountains for ten or twelve hours, and ride on horseback for fifteen hours
a day under a scorching sun, notwithstanding my fifty-two years.”” Ponia-
towska asked Duby about what femininity meant to her. “In the first place,
it is very difficult to analyze what femininity really is. If one understands by
this concept that one must not reveal one’s age (which I have just done) it
just seems like a lot of nonsense,” responded Duby.!® Even at a young age,
Poniatowska knew how to get people to open up to her. She interviewed
actress Dolores del Rio, writer Octavio Paz, sculptor Henry Moore, and
other distinguished cultural figures.
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Pleased at seeing her name in print every day, Poniatowska began to
think about her public image and her name. Born as Héléne Elizabeth
Louise Amélie Paula Dolores Poniatowska, she wanted to simplify her name
to something readers could remember, pronounce, and relate to.

At first, I didn’t want to write under my name because in the newspaper
there was a young female reporter, well, very beautiful, whose name
was Bambi—like the deer in Walt Disney’s movie—so I said that I
wanted to be named “Dumbo,”because I really liked that little elephant
that used to fly. So the editor of the section I was writing for, the So-
cial Events Section, told me, “No, no, no, we are not going to have all
Walt Disney’s characters in here; you will use your own name.” And for
me, my name ... I thought I had to explain it every time. . .. So, I used
Elena Poniatowska, but I wrote many crénicas under the name Héléne,
with an A, which means E/ena but in French.

Reporting, interviewing, and traveling around the city opened up Poni-
atowska’s life and her political consciousness. Her social class and family
clearly provided her with support and independence that most other
women her age did not have, something that she still keeps in mind: “My
father bought me a car and a typewriter, so I was given all the tools I
needed to work. I suppose that without a typewriter, I wouldn’t have been
able to become a journalist. So, my parents made it easy for me. And also,
my social status allowed me access to people to interview—which surely
I wouldn't have been able to do otherwise—for example, painters, writers,
and also many French people, as my social circle included the French.”

As she became accustomed to reporting and carrying out interviews,
she also grew more socially conscious about the privilege she had, not just
as a journalist but also as an upper-class Mexican in Mexico City: “There
was vanity. And, well, people would tell my parents, ‘I saw the article writ-
ten by your girl,’so I liked that a lot, too. . .. I was kind of discovering life.
I was young, and also journalism, being a journalist, allowed me to access
many places, many houses, to participate in many activities I never thought
I would have participated in had I not been a journalist. It opened a lot of
doors for me.” As we talked, I suggested to her that maybe having social
status was not such a bad thing. She responded, “Social status gives you a
certain impunity, because when you feel that you have a little bit . . . it is
strange, but if you feel you are being impertinent, you feel you have the
right to do everything, that you deserve everything, even if unconsciously, even
if you are kind, but behind you there is a whole system that supports you.”
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“The whole system” that supported Poniatowska’s early and later writing
is a reference to the strategic emotional political community behind the
ways that textualized oral narrative or testimony can spark emotional and
political connections, often across economic and social difference. While
Poniatowska’s initial set of interviews for Excélsior were with more elite
cultural figures, as she matured as a writer, she soon expanded her inter-
views and journalism to cover the poor, the Indigenous, and, as in her early
career, women. New opportunities at other newspapers broadened her per-
sonal and print connections.

After a year at Excélsior, Poniatowska went on to write for another large
Mexico City daily, Novedades, the paper where Fernando Benitez estab-
lished the supplement “México en la Cultura.” At that time, Rémulo
O’Farrill owned Novedades. During the 1940s, O’Farrill established xaTV
and broadcast Mexico’s first television transmission.”” His son, Rémulo
O’Farrill Jr., took over Novedades in the late 1950s and ran it out of the
television company’s office. He was, according to historian Benjamin Smith,
“a stalwart member of the business elite, branching out into air transport,
sitting on the boards of U.S. banks, and helping to found the Mexican
Council of Businessmen” (Consejo Mexicano de Hombres de Negocios).?
Unlike Novedades, the other major nationals, Excélsior and La Prensa, were
not privately owned but run by cooperatives, which had limited power
under editors who maintained strong links to the state. Most press barons
such as O’Farrill and the cooperatives promoted politics that supported
their own business interests.?!

Most of the journalists were middle-class men who would not work in
“the kitchen of journalism,” as the society pages were called.?? Like Ponia-
towska, other female journalists interviewed the rich and famous as well as
politicians, but they were not allowed to join the journalists’union.” And,
as Smith suggests, many editors and journalists at the large Mexico City
papers were on the political right. But there were important political open-
ings, particularly through the lens of culture.

1950s Mexico City and Print Journalism

Mexico City in the 1950s was a cosmopolitan, vibrant, global urban center.
A new critical youth public began to take shape in Mexico City at the end
of the 1950s.%* Multigenerational, it included art, politics, literature, music,
poetry, theater, new architecture and buildings, counterculture, a move-
ment in support of the Cuban Revolution, and a communicational and
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political opening. In the 1960s, UNAM’s autonomous status was a launch-
ing pad for “critical thought, international exchange, and vanguards of
all sorts,” launching new publications, recordings of jazz and other music
broadcast on its own radio station, art exhibits, cinema clubs, and experi-
mental theater.”” Cultural publications were important in opening critical
public space in Mexico City, and one of the most important was published
at UNAM. La Revista de la Universidad de Meéxico (‘The University of Mexico
City Magazine) featured work in literature, critical social science, new
areas of knowledge production, and “Marxism, existentialism, and psycho-
analysis,” according to its editor from 1953 to 1965, Juan Garcia Ponce.?®
During this period, unaM was itself likened to “free territory in a repressed
and repressive Mexico” by chronicler Carlos Monsiviis, a contributor to La
Rewvista de la Universidad de México, according to an essay summarizing the
formative role of the publication in spawning a multitude of other cultural
and political forums.?’

Aside from independent publications such as La Revista de la Universi-
dad de México, one of the most important kinds of publications that became
venues for critical commentary were called “cultural supplements.” These
were usually weekend magazines inserted into mainstream newspapers. In
addition to showcasing and commenting on Mexican writers, artists, and
publishing houses, the supplements also encouraged writing beyond es-
says, poems, or short stories, such as interviews and chronicles.?®

The career trajectory of journalist, writer, and editor Fernando Benitez
is suggestive of the ways in which supplements inserted inside mainstream
newspapers opened up critical cultural and political space for public dia-
logue, before mainstream papers themselves became consistently open to
opposition viewpoints. Born in 1912 in Mexico City, Benitez had a passion
for Mexican history, ethnography, and testimony as reflected in his many
published works. In addition to being a prolific writer, Benitez was also the
force behind a series of influential cultural supplements that were a part
of mainstream newspapers, including the “Revista Mexicana de Cultura”
in the newspaper E/ Nacional in 1947; “México en la Cultura,” published in
the newspaper Novedades (1949—-61); “La Cultura en México,”in the weekly
publication ;Siempre! (1962—70); “Sabado,” in the Unomdsuno newspaper
(1977-86); and “La Jornada Semanal” and “Libros,” published in La
Jornada newspaper. With these venues, Benitez opened up print spaces for
some of Mexico’s leading writers and intellectuals to publish political cri-
tiques and independent opinions despite significant state control over most
mainstream newspapers in the capital. Newspapers had different sections
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with different readers, and sections labeled as “cultural” were likely to have
greater autonomy and less scrutiny—but not total freedom. When Benitez
published an article in defense of the Cuban Revolution in the supplement
“Mexico en la Cultura” in 1961, O’Farrill fired him. Thirty of his collabo-
rators left with him. In a retrospective essay about the history of supple-
ments, Benitez described how “President Adolfo Lépez Mateos sought
me out and offered me enough money to start a new supplement.”” He
then founded “La Cultura en México” as a part of the newspaper ;Siempre!,
supported by the same team he worked with at Novedades and enriched by
a younger generation of writers.

President Lépez Mateos’s support for Benitez’s new supplement was
short-lived. Benitez wrote: “Our contact [with Lépez Mateos] was abruptly
broken off in July of 1962 when ... we published a report ... where we
described the assassination of Rubén Jaramillo and his pregnant wife in
Xochicalco [Morelos].”® Jaramillo, who fought in the Mexican Revolu-
tion, was an ardent advocate for land redistribution for the landless, lead-
ing multiple armed uprisings against the Mexican government. When
Lépez Mateos was elected president, Jaramillo attempted to negotiate
with him as thousands of his followers occupied land that had been re-
distributed to them after the revolution but was subsequently occupied by
cattle ranchers. The army forcibly removed them before Jaramillo and his
family were murdered. According to an essay by Gabriel Zaid as discussed
by John King, Lépez Mateos tried to shut down Benitez’s supplement
after the report on Jaramillo’s assassination was published.3! The attempt
was unsuccessful. Poniatowska, alongside a host of other distinguished
writers, published in Benitez’s supplemental in ;Siempre!, particularly on
the student movement and massacre of 1968. Benitez then went on to form
two other weekly supplements, one of which continues to this day in La
Jornada newspaper. Benitez died in 2000 in Mexico City.

In addition to the supplements, Mexico City news venues viewed as
more marginal or those that had small circulations also offered spaces for
public debate. As Freije notes, “Political magazines and newspapers with
smaller readerships such as £/ Dia, Politica, and Siempre! were among the
first Mexico City publications to discuss the problems of landlessness,
poverty and corruption” as well as to attack leading power brokers in the
early 1960s.3? The existence of alternative news and publication spaces in
the 1950s and 1960s suggests holes in the state’s attempts to control print
journalism and underlines the kind of porous relationships that existed
between reporters and those in power.
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While the Mexican state did hold significant power over print media
and publishing in Mexico City by controlling what was published, the pur-
chasing and distribution of newsprint and advertising, loans, and the indi-
rect management of the authorities who oversaw newspaper cooperatives
and unions, it was not uniform or absolute. The relationship that existed
between mainstream Mexico City newspapers and the Mexican govern-
ment after 1920 was one of “productive reciprocity,” as historian Pablo Pic-
cato has noted.3®> And under Lépez Portillo (for example), his secretary
of the interior, Jesis Reyes Heroles, designed a political electoral reform
that opened up the system to limited opposition and played a role in work-
ing with the press to expose corruption. As Freije’s work highlights, this
could involve journalists strategically exposing scandals when there were
disagreements among those in power, or guarding secrets. Gossip columns,
crime pages, radio, comics, and flyers were also spaces for critical dialogue
and exchange—much before the 1960s.3*

As Piccato writes, newspapers—even the large postrevolutionary
dailies—could not be described as “solely targeted at elites.” The ideal
reader for the national daily paper Excélsior, for example, would be “prob-
ably a slightly conservative middle-class person interested in public affairs
and in socially integrative modern consumer culture.”® However, to capture
a maximum number of readers of all economic means and interests, papers
published “different sections with different styles and their own visual and
written languages, addressing multiple parallel audiences.”” Newspapers
in Mexico, like elsewhere, offered sections on national and foreign politics,
high society, culture, sports, crime, entertainment, and showbusiness as well
as many advertisements.*® Newspapers also sponsored contests and events
tor readers. Excélsior, for example, promoted Mother’s Day as a holiday in
Mexico.* Thus one newspaper contained different sections that attracted

different types of readers.

A Diverse Reading Public

Who were the readers of Mexico City? How did different reading publics
develop in relation to different kinds of newspapers and magazines? In his
discussion of the opening of Mexico’s print media, Chappell H. Lawson
suggests that newspapers mattered because of who read them and how
they shaped politics and public opinion: “Newspapers and magazines are
widely read by the nation’s elite, including ‘opinion leaders’ and political
decision makers. . . . Independent publications have played a crucial role in
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legitimizing civic activity, altering elite discourse about politics.”*® Beyond
elites, however, other reading publics existed.

To understand the rise of newspaper readership and of books such as Poni-
atowska’s crénicas, we also have to understand something much more basic:
Who reads? Where do they live? What do they read? Smith states that
as early as 1960, about 79 percent of urban men and 76 percent of urban
women were literate.”! Freije notes that national literacy rates climbed from
42 percent in 1940 to more than 76 percent by 1970, with even higher rates
in Mexico City.* Smith correctly points to the expansion of state educa-
tion as the primary cause for the rise, but as Freije notes, these rates must
be taken with a grain of salt as they included those who could only write
their names.” Ethnographic researchers such as U.S. anthropologist Oscar
Lewis found that tabloid readership was common in the poorer sections of
Mexico City.** Ever-increasing literacy rates were reflected in advertising
(including film advertisements), posters, signage in the cities, and more—
and in the proliferation of print media. Smith, for example, documents the
rise in the number of new current-affairs and news publications in Mexico:
there were 244 in 1940; thirty years later, in 1970, there were 1,249.* The
number of daily newspapers grew from 44 in 1931 to 256 in 1974. As Smith
suggests, this steep growth rate far outstripped the rise in population;
from 1940 to 1970, Mexico’s population increased by 165 percent, while the
growth of publications increased by 250 percent.*® But not all readers were
reading the same publications or the same sections of daily newspapers.

Who was reading the major daily papers such as Ewxcélsior and E/ Uni-
versal? They were concentrated in Mexico City, and, Smith suggests, most
readers of these papers came from the upper and middle classes, echoing
Lawson’s findings.* According to an internal survey conducted by Excelsior
in 1970, the paper was read “predominantly by people of the upper middle
class, merchants, professionals, and industrialists.”*® But the supplements
of papers, such as those Benitez created, may have attracted different read-
ers from the newspapers that housed them.

Readership also was rapidly growing among the urban working class and
the poor in Mexico City. They were just reading different kinds of publica-
tions. Books such as Oscar Lewis’s ethnography Five Families document
how poorer families read the tabloid press. Anthropologist Margarita No-
lasco Armas notes in her book Cuatro ciudades: El proceso de urbanizacion
dependiente how the poorer residents in Mexico City’s outlying neighbor-
hoods read “comics, photoromances, and sports sheets” or “the morbid
magazine of the day.”* When I lived in Mexico in the mid-1980s in the
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city of Oaxaca, and when I rode the metro in Mexico City, I regularly saw
many people reading nota roja tabloids that focused on crime, theft, and
the hardships of everyday people.

Piccato writes that “crime was a theme that allowed critical ideas about
the government to be published with little or no censorship. ... The noza
roja encouraged the critical involvement of readers in public affairs, creat-
ing a shared sense of the reality of everyday life.”" Piccato also demon-
strates how the narratives assembled in notas rojas challenged “the legal
truth” and used first-person testimonies in their narratives. And the expla-
nations that came from these everyday voices, he suggests, often challenged
formal legal explanations.”! Crime news, Piccato states, “was the terrain on
which civil society addressed the separation between truth and justice—
the disjunction between people’s knowledge about the reality of criminal
acts and the state response to those acts.”™? Crime news also sold well. For
example, Piccato notes, “in the 1960s, A/arma!, the most popular magazine
of the genre, was said to sell half a million copies during the development
of a famous case of multiple homicides in a brothel in Guanajuato.” The
reading public of Alarma! was clearly different from that of Excélsior.

Nota roja narratives were conveyed with strong emotional force in sto-
ries and headlines such as “Tres sefioras fueron ayer acribilladas a navajazos,
¢quién es el troglodita?” (Three women were riddled with razor slashes,
who is the troglodyte?), which punctuated the front page of La Prensa on
April 24, 1934.5 This strong emotional language was “part of an interaction
between newspaper, authorities and readers intended not only to stir the
latter’s feelings but also to incite their participation in the resolution of
cases.” When readers engaged with the stories in nota roja tabloids, they
were encouraged to “get involved in the pursuit of truth through the use of
critical reason.”® For example, many letters to the editor of the publication
La Prensa were written to denounce “policemen who were thieves, murder-
ers, kidnappers or extortionists.”’

In his 2017 book, 4 History of Infamy: Crime, Truth, and Justice in Mex-
ico, Piccato provides a detailed history of the nota roja genre and makes
a compelling case for how crime news “nurtured a broad and engaged
public.”® Piccato demonstrates how this genre of news was central to the
development of Mexico’s critical public sphere. He cites the newspaper
La Prensa, founded in 1928, as the most successful and influential example
of a newspaper built on crime news. The contents of short stories, readers’
letters, and columns in the paper revealed its critical edge. As he notes,
“While the editorial page could be conservative and pro-government,
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smaller news articles conveyed a populist outrage that could only be in-
terpreted as critical of the government. ... Strong sales driven by crime
stories insulated the newsroom from management interference and al-
lowed for sharp reporting on the corruption and brutality of the police
and local authorities. . . . Readers’letters and daily columns . . . persistently
complained about urban governance and security.”™’

Piccato’s analysis also captures important characteristics of the reading
public as intelligent, interested in everyday life, and drawn to testimony
and emotional narrative. He underlines the importance of working and
poor urban readers who found outlets for challenging the state’s version
of events and its exclusive right to judge and administer punishment. In
addition, Piccato’s research strongly suggests the ways in which the emo-
tional narratives and testimonies (for example, in the genre of the criminal
confession) consistently worked in the same way that literary analysts have
characterized crénicas—they walk the line between fiction and nonfic-
tion, rely on real people and events developed as characters, and engage
with dramatic story-telling elements. The papers also made extensive use
of photography from crime scenes often mixed with female nudes. Maga-
zines such as Por Qué?, Piccato notes, followed the visual and journalistic
conventions of nota roja publications but combined them with “open at-
tacks of President Gustavo Diaz Ordaz.” He suggests that Por Qué? was
“probably the only popular journal to publish photos of the victims of the
October 2, 1968 massacre of Tlatelolco.”®® Poniatowska’s crénica about
the massacre contains an extensive photo section that includes inspired
students marching through the streets, arm in arm, in hopeful anticipation.
'This is followed by shots of armed soldiers with their guns raised, students
lined up against a wall with their hands up, shoes scattered in the plaza,
dead and bloodied students stretched on metal shelves inside a detention
facility or on the pavement, and student leaders in jail.

Those who analyze the emergence of independent newspapers such as
Unomdsuno and La Jornada connect them to the nota roja genre in terms
of their tabloid format, focus on social movements, coverage of traumatic
events and politics, and use of photojournalism to illustrate stories.®! They
are also connected to the weekly newspaper supplements. The use of in-
terviews, testimonials, and flash polls engaged readers’ emotions. Piccato
summarizes the genre’s contribution as creating a public that could agree
on “a basic fact of Mexican life: impunity.”®* He also suggests that the genre
offered a “persuasive depiction of reality that incorporated multiple voices”
and “engaged readers as citizens whose opinions and experience could
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help solve a case—and pressure authorities to investigate.”® Crime news
engaged readers in a deliberative process of truth seeking from multiple
angles.

Readers of crénicas such as La noche de Tlatelolco faced a similar task
in negotiating multiple perspectives on the massacre, including student
leaders, their parents, professors, army officials, news reporters, and state
officials. The testimonials readers confront are laced with emotion: the ab-
solute euphoria of students in the march of silence as throngs greeted them,
the extreme grief and anger of parents who lost their children, the outrage
of jailed student leaders, the confusion of a soldier following orders, the ar-
rogance of government officials. The harnessing of readers’ emotions con-
nects them to the testimonies and to a desire to find out more and seek
a truth to explain what happened. Such truth seeking can also extend to
political action and reaction, both in the form of more traditional social
movements or through creating more independent publishing venues.

The Creation of Independent Leftist Publishing Houses
in Mexico City

Just as the number of news publications grew from the 1930s to the 1970s,
so did publishing houses. Adding another dimension to the complex re-
lationship between the Mexican state and the emergence of a critical
public sphere is the importance of two left-leaning independent presses
that sprang out of a government-sponsored publisher founded in the 1930s.
Intellectuals and universities were linked to the Mexican government in
multiple ways, including through publishing houses that were partially
state sponsored. In 1934 Daniel Cosio Villegas founded the Fondo de
Cultura Econémica or “El Fondo” (hereafter the Fondo) publishing group
with partial funding from the Mexican government under the presidency
of Cirdenas. Originally, the Fondo was created to provide specialized
books in Spanish for students at the Escuela Nacional de Economia (Na-
tional School of Economics). In the following years, the Fondo expanded
to include humanities, literature, science, children’s books, and, eventually,
history and social science.®*

Opver time, the Fondo expanded its offices to other parts of Latin America
and Europe. In 1945 a branch opened in Buenos Aires and Arnaldo Orfila
Reynal became publisher. He moved to Mexico City in 1948 as head pub-
lisher for the Fondo’s main office.® In 1961 the Fondo published C. Wright

Mills’s Escucha yanqui: La revolucion en Cuba (first published in English as
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Listen Yankee: The Revolution in Cuba [1960]), establishing its willingness
to engage with the Cuban Revolution—a position that also found some
support in the administration of Lépez Mateos, at least initially.®® Under
Orfila Reynal, the Fondo published cultural critiques of modern Mexico
such as Carlos Fuentes’s novel La region mds transparente (1958). In a story
that centers Mexico City as the primary protagonist, the book exposes the
hollow promises of the Mexican Revolution through its representation of
the Mexican social and political system. It is a harsh critique of Mexico’s
upper classes in a nonlinear narrative style that builds the text out of a
series of encounters. As Freije describes, while books like these stirred
debate, “public officials publicly discounted these creative pieces as inter-
pretive works of art.”®” The same could not be said for the state’s response
to critical social science during the first year of Gustavo Diaz Ordaz’s
presidency. He confronted left-wing intellectuals and, for the first time
since the Mexican Revolution ended in 1920, ruptured the linkage “be-
tween the intelligentsia and the presidency . .. thus laying the ground-
work for the breakdown of legitimacy that culminated in the 1968 protests
and brutal government response.”®

In 1965 the Fondo published Los hijos de Sdnchez by Oscar Lewis (first
published in English as 7he Children of Sdnchez in 1961), which exposed the
poverty, violence, and ongoing uncertainty many people living in Mexico’s
urban vecindades (neighborhoods) experienced. Los hijos de Sdanchez is nar-
rated by two brothers and two sisters, Jesis Sinchez’s children. After their
mother died, they were raised in the neighborhood of Mexico City known
as Tepito. The Fondo’s Spanish publication of Lewis’s book in Mexico
caused a scandal; Diaz Ordaz’s cabinet intervened, as did the Sociedad
Mexicana de Geografia y Estadistica (Mexican Society for Geography and
Statistics). They demanded that the Fondo recall all copies of the book
and that Orfila Reynal resign, citing his profile as a subversive Argentine.
When he refused to resign, he was fired.

Lewis’s book not only contained abundant ethnographic descriptions
of poverty, gender inequality, and violence in Mexico but also critiqued
Mexico’s political system and the Pri. Fidel Castro declared it a “revolu-
tionary text.”® In the United States, reactions to the book focused more
on Lewis’s thesis about the “culture of poverty,” and it was cited as a basis
for policy intervention. In Mexico, it broke through as a critique of the
modern Mexican miracle, a narrative emphasizing Mexico’s steady eco-
nomic growth from 1940 to 1970, with the economy growing an average of
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4 percent per year and industrial manufacturing increasing steadily. Lewis
told the story of those left behind. As historian Louise Walker states, “The
so-called Mexican Miracle was miraculous for a privileged few. Its darker
side included economic desolation and political repression.””® As Walker
writes, what is significant in the 1960s and early 1970s is not the accuracy of
the miracle narrative “but rather the fact that pr1 functionaries, and others,
believed it. . .. In this belief, the middle classes came to represent the mod-
ern, developed Mexico, symbolizing the goal toward which all Mexicans
ought to strive.”” Los hijos de Sdnchez, published by the Fondo under Or-
fila Reynal’s leadership, seriously questioned that narrative.

In his preface to the 2012 Fondo edition of Los hijos de Sanchez/Una
muerte en la familia Sdanchez, anthropologist Claudio Lomnitz writes, “In
this book, ‘Sdnchez’ children’ showed the world that the modern, pros-
perous and optimist Mexico of those times, the Mexico of the ‘Mexican
Miracle,” was only one face of the national coin, and the place inhabited
by the authors of this autobiography was the other face.”” A further point
of anxiety the Mexican government felt about the text, according to Lom-
nitz, came from the fact that the four Sinchez siblings were intelligent,
eloquent, and very explicit in their narratives, causing many to doubt the
truth of the book. This resulted in charges that Lewis had fabricated
the Sinchez family and their stories.” More than five hundred intel-
lectuals declared their support for the book and for Orfila Reynal. Legal
charges were filed against Lewis and the Fondo, but they were ultimately
dismissed. Orfila Reynal, however, was still fired. Lomnitz suggests it was
because he was a foreigner.™

Freije documents in detail the efforts to defend Oscar Lewis’s academic
credentials by a range of intellectuals as well as middle-class Mexico City
residents and activists who wrote letters in £/ Dia. According to Freije,
members of a youth labor and peasant organization sent a letter asserting
that what was truly offensive was “poverty, hunger, poor health, anguish,
insecurity, and unemployment”itself rather than Lewis’s account of it.” In
March 1965, 1,500 people crowded into a roundtable on Los Aijos de Sinchez
sponsored by a leftist student organization in the auditorium of the Escuela
Nacional de Economia, the institution the Fondo was first created to serve.
E] Dia’s detailed account of the roundtable, as Freije describes it, makes
it evident that those present wanted to add their voices to the national
debate about the book. When Luis Catafio Morlet, judge in the Tribu-
nal Superior de Justicia del Distrito Federal (Superior Court of Justice

Mexico City’s Growing Critical Public

47



48

of Mexico City) and president of the Sociedad Mexicana de Geografia y
Estadistica, read the charges that had been filed against Lewis and Orfila
Reynal as part of the roundtable—including that Lewis’s informants had
called the government “a gang of thieves”—the crowd of mostly students
began to cheer.”® The response of a society official present was to shout back
at the students that they were “Pro-Yankee” and “wanted Mexico to be-
come like South Vietnam, where the United States controlled a foreign
government.”” This exchange signaled growing tensions between govern-
ment officials and the willingness of students to make public critiques.
'The significant popular response in favor of Orfila Reynal as well as the
critical public sphere that developed in the 1950s and 1960s harnessed a
generation of young political and cultural writers who helped him form a
new press in 1965. Scientists such as renowned Mexican astronomer Guill-
ermo Haro, who later married Elena Poniatowska in 1968, also supported
Orfila Reynal. Haro, born in Mexico City in 1913, first studied law and
philosophy at uNAM and then worked as a reporter for Excélsior. After
interviewing the prominent Mexican astronomer Luis Enrique Erro Soler,
he dedicated himself to astronomy. After a residency at the Astronomy
Observatory at Harvard, he returned to Mexico to work with a new and
powerful camera in the Observatorio Astrofisico Nacional de Tonantzintla
(National Astrophysics Observatory of Tonantzintla) in Puebla.”® Haro
helped develop the profession of astronomy in Mexico and brought Mexi-
can astronomy to the attention of the world. He was also a strong political
leftist who supported unionists, was sympathetic to the Cuban Revolution,
and in 1959 went to China to lead a delegation of the Sociedad Mexicana
de Amistad con China (Mexican Friendship Society with China). Mao
personally received the delegation and shook hands with every member.”
What is important in this story, however, is Haro’s relationship with
Mexican intellectuals and writers. During the week, Haro lived in the
town of Tonantzintla, close to the colonial city of Puebla and not far
from the archaeological zone and town of Cholula. In her biography of
Guillermo Haro, E/ universo o nada, published in 2013, Poniatowska writes
about Haro’s role in helping launch Orfila Reynal’s new press, Siglo XXI.
She describes how in 1964, Fernando Benitez, Carlos Fuentes, and other
writers and cinematographers were in Tonantzintla and “brought life to
Haro’s bungalow.”®® Fuentes, basking in the success of his renowned book
La region mds transparente and a newer book, La muerte de Artemio Cruz
(1962), went to Tonantzintla to write. He would go to the nearby pyramids
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that were part of the archaeological site in the town of Cholula to talk with
the peasants there.®!

In 1965 Haro organized a group of writers, publishers, and intellectuals
who first expressed their indignation at the charges filed against Orfila
Reynal and Lewis. Two weeks later, according to Poniatowska, three hun-
dred men and women each paid one hundred pesos to get into an event
at the Club Suizo in Mexico City. Guillermo Haro and Fernando Benitez
were among the speakers. Haro offered Orfila Reynal the sum of 200,000
pesos that he had raised from the assembled group and announced that his
new press, Siglo XXT, “already has a house, which was made possible by our
beloved Elenita Poniatowska.”s?

Haro and Poniatowska had met some six years earlier when she first
interviewed him as part of a series with Mexican scientists for the supple-
ment “México en la Cultura.” Poniatowska has written about that first
interview in various places, most recently in her biography of Haro. She
describes how in 1959 she first went to his office at unaM, where he barely
looked at her and told her to make up the answers to her questions from
copies of articles he gave her. She then asked him if she could visit him
at the observatory in Tonantzintla. Two or three weeks later, Poniatowska
took the bus out to the observatory. When she showed up at his office there,
Haro didn't remember her visit to unam. Once she got into his office, he
warmed up and began to talk with her about his passion for the Instituto
de Astronomia (Institute of Astronomy) at UNAM, the observatory, his
colleagues, and his students. They spoke for an hour and then Haro of-
tered to drop her off at the bus station so she could return to Mexico
City. On the way, he offered, they could stop to eat in the city of Puebla.®3
Poniatowska accepted his invitation and they began a friendship that later
developed into a more intimate relationship.

In November 1966, Siglo XXI, named after a magazine called Siglo XXT
that Orfila also hoped to start, published its first novel and an anthology
of poetry by some of Mexico’s most distinguished writers. Orfila Reynal
was interested in the history of ideas in Latin America, opening up a space
for young writers, and providing an uncensored publication venue. Nearly
thirty years later, in 1997, Monsiviis wrote an article in Proceso titled “El
centenario de Arnaldo Orfila Reynal” (The one-hundredth birthday of
Arnaldo Orfila Reynal). He described the kinds of publications that char-
acterized Siglo XXI and how it signaled an important new publication
venue not only for Mexicans but for all of Latin America.
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In its first phase, Siglo XXI published some of the most notorious
trends of the period marked by the Cuban Revolution, new Latin
American thought, the narrative boom, the astonishment over “depen-
dency theory,” the zenith and tragic failure of the continental guer-
rilla, the emergence of Liberation Theology, new community education
methods, Marxist revisionism. . . . Siglo XXI published .. . the Central
American revolutionaries, the Marxist classics, Argentinian sociology.
Orfila, a sympathizer of revolutionary movements, disseminated the
critical views and versions, orthodox and heterodox, that would so influ-
ence the Latin American youth. For a decade, leftist groups and parties,
grassroots ecclesiastical communities, social science students, revolution-
ary nationalists, those dissatisfied with the situations of misery and ex-
ploitation, turned to the Siglo XXI collection to get informed, to create
their own horizon of revolutionary expectations, to define and redefine

the meaning of their actions.?*

Orfila Reynal died in Mexico at the age of one hundred in January 1998,
about six months after Monsiviis’s article was published. Although Ponia-
towska did not publish her own crénicas with Siglo XXI, she was an ardent
supporter of the press.

Another leftist independent press, Ediciones Era, published at least
twenty of Poniatowska’s books.® Ediciones Era was founded in 1960 by
a group of young Spanish exiles: Vicente Rojo; José Azorin; and Neus,
Jordi, and Quico Espresate. They were part of the large number of Re-
publicans who fled the Spanish Civil War and came to Mexico at the
invitation of Cédrdenas’s government. Many Spanish exiles became influ-
ential in cultural fields and played a significant role in the development of
the Fondo de Cultura Econémica, “translating over a hundred titles from
other languages in the fields of sociology, philosophy, history, and politi-
cal thought.”® They also helped create many small publishing houses, like
the one that the Espresates, Rojo, and Azorin started in 1960, named
after the abbreviation of their initials: ErRA.% Ediciones Era’s inaugural
book was La batalla de Cuba ('The battle of Cuba), a report written by Fer-
nando Benitez. With this book, Era established its reputation as a leftist
press with a willingness to publish topics that many others would not. As
Monsiviis described it, “Era publishes what the official and the majority
of the private publishing houses do not accept: topics such as Castro-
ismo, the presence of transnational companies, and new colonialism. The
impulse for transformation, where social sciences and sociology play an
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important part, generates a very broad field of credibility. [This arena] is
well considered [by this press].”®

Editorial Planeta Mexicana, which has published seven of Ponia-
towska’s books, including her most recent titles, also has ties to a Span-
ish exile. Joaquin Diez-Canedo, born in Madrid in 1917, came to Mexico
in 1941 as a refugee after Francisco Franco assumed power at the end of
the Spanish Civil War. He studied in the Facultad de Filosofia y Letras
(Faculty of Philosophy and Letters) at unam and began his editorial
career in the Fondo, under Orfila Reynal. In 1944 he founded La Editorial
Joaquin Mortiz. The press published some of the best-known Mexican
writers—including Carlos Fuentes, Octavio Paz, Elena Garo, and Rosario
Castaneda—and some of the most important poets, critics, and narrators
of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, such as Carlos Monsiviis, Enrique Krauze,
Juan Villoro, Julieta Campos, Alejandro Rossi, Marco Antonio Montes
de Oca, and others.®? In 1985 Joaquin Mortiz Press joined with Planeta.
According to Planeta’s website, during the Franco dictatorship, Joaquin
Diez-Canedo “signed letters sent to his mother in Madrid as Joaquin M.
Ortiz and on occasion the surname and initial merged and gave rise to
the name Joaquin Mortiz, which he would subsequently use to name the
publishing company.”*

Era, Siglo XXI, and Joaquin Mortiz (later part of Planeta) were impor-
tant pioneers in independent book publishing in Mexico and emerged as
part of the critical public sphere. At the same time that these independent
leftist presses were getting established in Mexico, Poniatowska was going
through a personal transformation in terms of her perspectives about the
world and regarding the kinds of people she wanted to interview and write
about. She began to go to Lecumberri Prison, known as El Palacio Negro
or the Black Palace. Built in 1900, Lecumberri was Mexico City’s pri-
mary penitentiary. Though built for eight hundred prisoners, by the 1970s
it held up to four thousand inmates, including many political prisoners
who were kept in isolated dormitories. Eventually closed in 1976 for being
outdated, Lecumberri now serves as the site of Mexico’s Archivo General
de la Nacién (General Archive of the Nation).

A Widening Social View

Prior to her visits to the prison, beginning in 1957, Poniatowska had begun
to document the Sunday activities of ordinary Mexicans for the Sunday
magazine in Novedades. She worked together with illustrator Alberto
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Beltrdn, a talented graphic artist specializing in depictions of ordinary
Mexicans and political cartoons. He illustrated many well-known books
and participated in the Taller de Grifica Popular (People’s Graphic Work-
shop), of which he became a leading member. Through her work with
Beltran, Poniatowska became increasingly attuned to the rhythm of life
for working Mexicans. She became aware of the masses of people com-
muting to and from work, early in the morning and late at night, and the
precariousness of their lives.

I could see how most people live. . .. You can see those who suffer, the
lines they have to be in for hours; how full metro and bus transportation
is; how there are people who spend two and a half hours on [public]
transportation just to go back home; sometimes, they can spend three
hours or four hours in the morning getting to work in order to start at
nine. They have to wake up at five a.m. That’s a very difficult life, very
hard. Seeing this makes you ask the question, what kind of life are our
leaders providing for ordinary Mexicans?

Beltrdn's background was very different from hers. Born in the working-
class neighborhood of Tepito, Beltrdn only completed primary school be-
fore entering the Escuela Libre de Arte y Publicidad (Free School for Art
and Advertising), where he studied drawing. In 1943, at age twenty, he
enrolled in Mexico’s Escuela Nacional de Artes Plasticas (National School
of Plastic Arts, part of uNaM), where he studied engraving. From there he
went on to the Taller de Gréfica Popular and began his career illustrating
for newspapers and books while also helping start the Mexico City daily
E/ Dia in 1962. Poniatowska fondly described Beltrdn as a “very impor-
tant” person to her, a tour guide to real life in the city: “He was a poor
man, an engraver, a graphic artist [printmaker], a socialist. His mother was
a domestic worker or cook at someone else’s home; his father was a tailor.
And he showed me all around Mexico.” Six years after Poniatowska and
Beltran published their weekly articles in “México en la Cultura,” edited
by Benitez, they were collected into the book Todo empezi el domingo, pub-
lished in 1963 by the Fondo.

A few years earlier, in 1961, Era had published Poniatowska’s first
book, Palabras cruzadas, a collection of her most successful interviews,
including conversations with painter Diego Rivera; artist David Alfaro
Siqueiros; writer, screenwriter, and photographer Juan Rulfo; filmmaker
Luis Bufiuel; and former Mexican president Lazaro Cardenas, among
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others. Poniatowska interviewed Siqueiros in Lecumberri Prison in 1960,
where he was incarcerated until 1964. Siqueiros was an ardent defender
of Demetrio Vallejo, the Secretary General of the Sindicato de Traba-
jadores Ferrocarrileros de la Republica Mexicana (Railroad Workers
Union of the Republic of Mexico). In 1959 Vallejo and eight hundred
railroad workers were imprisoned after Lépez Mateos fired ten thousand
of the workers and nationalized the railroad. Vallejo was in Lecumberri
from 1960 until 1970. Siqueiros painted the mass arrest of railroad workers
in 1959 as part of a mural in the Jorge Negrete theater. Afterward, the
Mexican government sentenced Siqueiros to five years in jail for support-
ing the union.

Poniatowska began going to Lecumberri two or three times a week
to interview the railroad strikers in 1959 and 1960.” Speaking at a pub-
lic event at UNAM in 2009 to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of
the 1959 railroad workers movement, Poniatowska recounted how she was
introduced to the prison: “Luis Buiiuel went with me there because an in-
mate had written to ask me to come see the play ‘Licenciado no te apures’
[Counselor/lawyer, don’t worry], inspired by an attorney who would always
tell his clients, ‘don’t worry, without ever solving anything. Once I made it
inside the prison, I was never able to interview Vallejo, but I did interview
Mutis [a Colombian poet known for writing 7he Diary of Lecumberri],
Siqueiros, and other inmates.”?

In the late 1950s and into the 1960s, Poniatowska’s writing and personal
life were transformed through her prison visits and work with Beltrdn but
also through the friendship she developed with the real person who was
the model for the main character in one of her best-known novels. In 1964
she met Josefina Bérquez, who became the protagonist of Hasta no wverte,
Jesiis mio (published in 1969 in Spanish and in 2001 in English as Heres #o
You, Jesusa!). Poniatowska visited Bérquez every Wednesday between
4 and 6 p.m., the only time Bérquez was available, in one of Mexico City’s
poor vecindades (figure 1.1). As Poniatowska describes in the preface to
the English translation, “On Wednesday afternoon, as the sun set and the
blue sky changes to orange, in that semi-dark little room, in the midst of
the shrieking of the children, the slamming door, the shouting, and the
radio going full blast, another life emerged—that of Jesusa Palancares,
the one that she relived as she told it.”® Bérquez’s vecindad was similar to the
neighborhood that Lewis profiled in Los hijos de Sdnchez, and although
Poniatowska and Bérquez lived in the same city, their lives took place in
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Figure 1.1
Elena
Poniatowska with
Josefina Bérquez
(known as Jesusa
Palancares in
Hasta no verte,
Jesiis mio) in front
of Bérquez’s
house in 1971.
Photograph by
Héctor Garcia
Cobo. Used by
permission of

the Fundacién
Elena Poniatow-
ska Amor, Mexico

City, Mexico.

parallel universes. Between the time the first Spanish edition was pub-
lished in 1969 and its translation and first publication in the United States
in 2001, Poniatowska had thought much about the social and economic
distance between her life and that of Bérquez. In the English edition,
she included an extensive introduction that underscored the difficulties she
had in getting Josefina Bérquez/Jesusa Palancares to talk to her and her
own discomfort with the inequalities in their lives. “I went to see Jesusa on
Wednesday afternoons and when I got home I'd accompany my mother
to cocktail parties at one embassy or another. I always tried to maintain
a balance between the extreme poverty that I shared at Jesusa’s tenement
and the splendor of the receptions.””* According to her biographer Mi-
chael Schuessler, “The impact these interviews with her mentor Jesusa had
on Elena was so strong and so deep that it altered her personal if not her
genetic condition. Through Jesusa, Elena felt for the first time that some-
thing belonged to her: that her Mexican life took on, day by day, a special
meaning.””

Beltrdn’s tours and her engagement with Bérquez also changed the way
that Poniatowska viewed the city itself, seeing how displacement from one
place to another functioned in the lives of the poor. She observed up
close how the narrative of progressive improvement tied to the promise of
the Mexican Revolution (the Mexican miracle) was not borne out in the
lives of those she engaged with.
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I interviewed people in poorer neighborhoods. I had gotten closer to
them when I was writing the novel Hasta no verte, Jesis mio, which is
about a woman who was a so/dadera during the Mexican Revolution
and to whom the revolution gave nothing in exchange; on the contrary,
she became even poorer. As time passed, she lived under worsening con-
ditions and moved farther away from the part of the city where the ser-
vices were located, from what could be called civilization in the sense of
having basic things available. . .. First, she lived downtown, but she
ended up living—the city rejects people, pushes them away—closer
to Pachuca, so far away from where she worked [in the city]. She
used to work at a printing house where she would wash the workers’
overalls. She would do the cleaning; everybody admired and loved
her because she was a great character. But her living conditions, in-
stead of being better than when she was younger, worsened. [They]
were dreadful.?

With this work, she more closely follows the kinds of observations and
critiques Fuentes makes in his novels and Lewis reveals in his sociological
books.

When she and I talked about the period between 1957 and the mid-
1960s, Poniatowska remembered it as a time of growth and exploration
that clashed with her sheltered upbringing as a girl in an elite family in
Mexico City: “My field of action got much bigger. I began interviewing
different kinds of people. I began learning about politics. I began to grow
indignant about the social divisions that exist in Mexico, that is, the
abyss that exists between one social class and another.” As a child, after
she arrived with her family in 1942, Poniatowska had been struck by
how poverty was expressed on the feet of women and children in Mexico
City—something she had never seen in France. She explained, “I think
that as a girl in Mexico, I was very shocked when I saw people barefoot
in the street. Nowadays, you no longer see them, but back then youd see
kids, women, elderly people, completely barefoot. . .. It was very shocking
and unacceptable in the long run. Maybe when I was a girl, I did not see
it because you are a kid, you don't...but later on, yes, I thought it was
intolerable that some people had shoes and others didn’t.”

Seeing the poorer side of Mexico with Alberto Beltrin and working
with Josefina Bérquez prepared Poniatowska to dive into the interviews
that became the basis for her crénica La noche de Tlatelolco. Her experi-
ences in Lecumberri talking with “ordinary Mexicans” also solidified her
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commitment to social justice and her interest in representing the voices of
those who were often invisible or unheard.

Mexico’s Expanding Critical Public Sphere
in the 1970s and 1980s

Independent left-oriented newspapers and magazines that surfaced in the
1970s and 1980s helped broaden the network of connected readers who
consumed the journalism of Poniatowska and others who reported on is-
sues of social justice and burgeoning social movements. Such publications
were places that continued to engage the emotions of readers through tes-
timonials and photojournalism of dramatic events and eventually through
the print memorialization of notable events and dates.

In 1974 government agents raided the offices of the leftist independent
magazine Por Qué?. They broke down the doors, arrested journalists and
secretaries, and then kidnapped the editor Roger Menéndez the following
day.” Those who were arrested were taken to Military Camp #1, where they
were tortured and questioned for two days. According to Smith’s analysis,
the newspaper had “traced the evolution of student radicalism from the
Mexico City streets to the Guerrero jungle and Chihuahua mountains”;
had exposed “violent cacicazgos [territories controlled by political bosses,
known as caciques], crony capitalism, and rigged elections of the prov-
inces[;] and uncovered corruption, repression and even links to the c1a at
the highest levels of the Mexican government.””® Smith points out that
while most of the mainstream media printed the government’s version of
the student movement, Por Qué? supported the student movement and its
politics. After the Tlatelolco massacre, Smith suggests, the paper trans-
formed in style to more of a nota roja tabloid, publishing, for example,
graphic photographs documenting the violence against the students no
other papers would print.” For a time, the magazine became the voice
of Mexico’s extreme left and also offered “a new template for Mexican
journalism.”100

Smith suggests that Por Qué? also influenced other journalists, nota-
bly Julio Scherer Garcia, founder of the weekly Proceso.l Smith writes,
“When he launched Proceso in 1976, the magazine adopted [Por Qué?’s]
direct, accusatory style, the emphasis on investigative journalism, the focus
on the links between crime and official corruption, and even the politiciza-
tion of the nota roja.”*? From 1968, he directed the major daily Excélsior.
According to Freije, under his leadership, while the newspaper’s front page
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tollowed official lines, the editorial page became more and more critical of
the government until 1976. President Luis Echeverria (1970—76) orches-
trated a coup in the Ewxcélsior’s newspaper cooperative, resulting in the dis-
missal of Scherer Garcia and his team.!®

Sherer Garcia’s firing and his founding of Proceso are seen as a watershed
moment. The memorialization of the Excélsior coup “united a public of
intellectuals, journalists and informed readers who identified with a liberal
democratic ideology of speech rights. This public shared both a critical under-
standing of the episode and a distrust of official information.”* Those
fired made a spectacle of their censorship (reported in the New York Times)
and launched Proceso on November 6,1976. Proceso’s principal news story in
its inaugural issue was “From Excélsior to Proceso: The Struggle for a Public
Voice.” One year later, the magazine and several other news publications
memorialized the state’s intervention and firing of Scherer Garcfa, “solidi-
fying a public of readers united every year by the memorialization.”%

In 1977 reporters Carlos Payin, Carmen Lira, and Manuel Becerra-
Acosta, who also left Excélsior, started the newspaper Unomdsuno. The
paper featured investigative journalism and photojournalism, building on
the legacy of the nota roja tabloids and Por Qué?. According to Lawson,
growing dissension over Becerra-Acosta’s management during 1983-84
spurred Payin and Lira to inspire ninety people to resign and form a rival
daily, La Jornada. Appearing in September 1984, La Jornada “soon became
the voice of Mexico’s anti-regime left.”'% People who worked at La Jor-
nada went on to found more independent regional publications.!” Proceso
and La Jornada, Lawson suggests, “remain crucial pieces of Mexico’s fourth
estate,” referring to the importance of the press as an independent political
institution in the separation of executive, legislative, and judiciary powers.!%
La Jornada eventually surpassed Unomdsuno in circulation.

Poniatowska was a founding member of La Jornada and has written col-
umns and crénicas for the newspaper since 1985. Some of her most impor-
tant pieces have appeared on its pages, including those covering the 1985
earthquake, the EzZLN, and the Ayotzinapa students. Just as she was
involved in helping found Siglo XXI by donating a house, she also par-
ticipated with others in helping Scherer Garcia get the weekly magazine
oft the ground. But her friendship with Scherer Garcia went back to the
1950s. She first met him in 1953 at the Excélsior newspaper, but she remem-
bers getting to know him more from a 1959 trip to Cuba, where he inter-
viewed Fidel Castro!” Under Scherer Garcia’s leadership, during which
Poniatowska and other chroniclers such as Carlos Monsivais wrote for the
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newspaper, Excélsior was one of the few papers that covered the govern-
ment massacre in Tlatelolco in detail.

The foundation of the magazine Proceso was important for me. I was
friends with Julio Scherer Garcia, and when Scherer and his followers
were expelled from the newspaper Excélsior, then I worked [with them],
I got together with them to help them create their magazine. . ..

Also, at that time many people in elite social circles and the govern-
ment called me rgji/la [red, meaning communist or socialist]. I was, in
the end, persecuted a lot—if you will—because of my activities or social
attitudes. They would tell me often that I was a traitor to my social class,
that I was a communist, and I don’t know what else. And that it wasn’t
my place. Well, there was a huge rejection.

Poniatowska consulted her file compiled by Mexico’s Direccién Federal
de Seguridad (pFs, Federal Security Directorate) for the first time in 2016.
She later received a copy of it. She had no idea it existed nor that she was
being spied upon, except for one incident. In a 2016 interview with E/ Pais
newspaper, she stated that for two nights, in the late 1970s, there was a car
parked outside her house with four men in it waiting for her to leave. She
added, “I offered them coftee and then they rolled the window up. They
thought I was completely out of my mind.”!" The dossier on Poniatowska,
which covers the period from the 1960s through the 1980s, contains dozens
of documents that label her as a communist and document her interactions
with prisoners, feminists, intellectuals, and activists. She was characterized
as “an affiliated communist,” “who wrote for the magazine Siempre,” and
“who visited Lecumberri multiple times” in 1969.! The file also contains
extensive documentation of the publishing house Siglo XXI, which Ponia-
towska helped found.

While Poniatowska would always face rejection because of her political
perspectives, the 1976 rupture produced by Scherer Garcia’s firing opened
up Mexican print media in ways that the state could not turn around.
These new outlets, particularly La Jornada, provided a home where Ponia-
towska felt welcome, and they have broadened the ideological spectrum in
Mexican print media. However, as Piccato reminds us, selling newspapers
requires “a close relationship with readers.”'> Without a readership, these
new publications would not have survived. Proceso, Unomdsuno, and La
Jornada were innovators in cultivating a culture of memorialization about
their own beginnings and about events that foregrounded government re-
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pression, corruption, dysfunction, and tragedy, beginning in 1968. Through
their ongoing memorialization, these print media also helped sustain and
perhaps expand their reader base through multiple generations. They built
upon the critical public sphere opened in 1959 and functioned as venues
for constructing a critical narrative of Mexican history—often with the
collaboration of chroniclers such as Poniatowska.
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The 1968 Student
Movement and Massacre

My mind was a total blank. The tremendous crush of
people screaming in panic made it hard for me to hear
what he was saying. I thought later that if I'd known, if I'd
realized that Julio was dying . ..

Later some of the soldiers who had been shooting at
the buildings around the Plaza came over to us. The smell
of gunpowder was unbearable. Little by little people made
room for me so I could kneel down beside Julio.

“Tulio, Julio, answer me, little brother,” I said to him.

“He must be wounded,” one woman said to me. “Loosen
his belt.”

When I loosened it, I could feel a great big wound. I
found out later at the hospital that he had three bullet
wounds: one in the stomach, one in the neck, and another
in the leg. He was dying.

—DIANA SALMERON DE CONTRERAS, quoted in Ponia-

towska, Massacre in Mexico

We read the crénica [La noche de Tlatelolco] at the same
time that we watched the film called Red Dawn, which
portrayed what happened in 1968.! ... It wasn’t until I went
to the university, however, that I really was able to understand



the importance of the events of 1968 for the political life
of the country. In this sense, I could say the book aftected
me in two different times of my life: in secondary school
when I read it and it made me feel like an adult, and then
when I revisited the events of 1968 when I was in the
university and I understood their importance in the life of
democracy (and its absence) in the country.
—THIRTY-YEAR-OLD LOURDES commenting on the im-
pact of reading La noche de Tlatelolco in 2004, thirty-three
years after the book was published

LANOCHE DE TLATELOLCO, published in 1971 by Elena Poniatowska (trans-
lated by Helen R. Lane and first published in English in 1975), is based
on dozens of eyewitness testimonies (which she either tape-recorded or
took notes about), including those of student leaders and many others.
'The book also includes a wide range of excerpts from journalists who re-
ported about the event. Drawing from a multivocal set of testimonies, the
book reveals the complexity and contradictions of the student movement,
its euphoria and energy, the students’ insistence on having a voice, and
their search for dialogue with the government. The Consejo Nacional de
Huelga (cNH) circulated an official list of demands that included the re-
lease of political prisoners, the disbanding of the riot police, the dismissal
of the city police chief and his assistant, compensation for police brutality
against students, repeal of Article 145 of the Mexican Constitution (which
sanctioned imprisonment of anyone attending meetings of three or more
people, deemed to threaten public order), and no further invasions of edu-
cational institutions by police and armed forces, referred to as “the forces
of law and order.”” These demands were forged against a backdrop of what
became a huge movement expressing a desire for liberty, nurtured locally
and transnationally. The basic demand of youth in Mexico was to be heard
and dialogue with the state, demanding accountability and basic freedoms
from the government. Poniatowska’s book makes visible the students’ own
creation and publication of their counternarrative, designed to challenge
and offset that of the government. While the government controlled the
media and attempted to control the narrative of the movement and the mas-
sacre that occurred, it was not able to entirely do so, as La noche de Tlatelolco
(hereafter abbreviated as La noche) makes clear (figure 2.1).

'The book then turns to the massacre itself, the resulting arrests and tor-
ture of those imprisoned, and the cover-up about the massacre, including,
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Figure 2.1 Elena Poniatowska at her typewriter with a copy of La noche de Tlatelolco
on her desk, c. 1971. Used by permission of the Fundacién Elena Poniatowska Amor,

Mexico City, Mexico.

literally, the cleansing of blood from the plaza. More than anything, La
noche has stood the test of time and continues to be one of the most
widely read and quoted books Poniatowska has written. It has influenced
multiple generations of Mexicans and continues to be an accessible and
moving account about a tragic event and an important social movement in
Mexico’s modern history. I suggest that its success is strongly based on the
emotional connection Poniatowska builds with readers through the use
of testimonies. It is the first of many texts, dialogues, and performances
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Poniatowska has been involved in that help seed strategic emotional po-
litical community. The book also became an important political tool as a
narrative of Mexican history that highlights government repression, the
ongoing struggle for democracy, and the role of youth in that struggle.
Poniatowska’s book and 1968 give youth a clear vanguard role in Mexican
politics, a role they have maintained since that time.

In this crénica, written when she was thirty-six years old and published
three years later, Poniatowska was not a direct participant. While her world
intersected with intellectuals and the university through the interviews she
conducted and published, student activism was not one of her beats before
1968. At the time, she had been interviewing Josefina Bérquez and work-
ing on the novel Hasta no verte, Jesiis mio, first published in 1969. She had
friends in the movement, but, as she told me in 2011, the “social movement
claims of the young people were not mine, like nothing that was linked
to my reality or to what was happening to me.” Her second child, Felipe
Haro Poniatowska, was born in June 1968 (figure 2.2).

He was just four months old she when she plunged into interviewing
and documenting the story of the Tlatelolco massacre, spurred by two
friends who came to tell her about what had happened on the night of
October 2: “I heard about the massacre at 9 oclock that night, when
Maria Alicia Martinez Medrano and Mercedes Olivera [both active in
Mexico’s civil society] came to my house. . .. I thought they had gone mad.
'They told me that there was blood on the walls of the buildings, that the el-
evators were perforated with machine-gun bullets, that the glass windows
of the shops were destroyed, that tanks were inside the plaza, that there
was blood on the staircases of the buildings, that they could hear people
shouting, moaning, and crying.”

'The next morning, at 7 a.m., Poniatowska went to the plaza herself to
look: “I saw the shoes of those who had been able to escape. I returned
home and felt extremely indignant. ... Then I began to gather testimo-
nies.” The process of collecting the testimonies from those in the move-
ment and their families, and then following them into prison, where many
were held after the massacre, profoundly impacted her. The distance be-
tween observer and participant began to narrow for Poniatowska as she
wrote this crénica.

La noche allows people to see the summer and fall of 1968 on an intimate,
human scale rather than from the perspective of ideology or geopolitics.
The book tells many stories within the larger story of the movement and
massacre, such as the disbelief of the Mexican government at the time that
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Figure 2.2 Elena Poniatowska with her son Felipe and daughter, Paula, Decem-
ber 1970. Photograph by Eduardo Iturbe. Used by permission of the Fundacién Elena
Poniatowska Amor, Mexico City, Mexico.



the student movement was autonomous.® The book underlines the com-
plexity and differences within the student movement, providing a glimpse
of a range of ideological and class positions held by student participants.
It also highlights the intense euphoria and hope students felt in the spring
and summer before the massacre. Like many of Poniatowska’s crénicas,
this one homes in on the role of women in the movement, including
several key female leaders who have been overlooked in histories of the
movement until fairly recently. Graphic testimonies about the massacre
itself, and the detention and torture of student leaders in prison, are grip-
ping and heart-wrenching. Accounts of a government cover-up provide
a sobering look at a lack of state accountability for the tragedy. The book
employs a compelling mix of photojournalism, testimonies, and juxtaposed
accounts that draw readers into the events and characters woven through
the book. This chapter serves as a historical bookend not only in the politi-
cal life of Mexico but in Poniatowska’s life as well; it was her first published
crénica in book form and would set a standard in Mexico.

Student Movements

Student activism was a part of the growing critical public sphere in Mexico
City in the 1950s and has important links to the 1968 student movement.
In 1956 students from the Instituto Politécnico Nacional (1PN) challenged
the authoritarian structure and corruption of their schools and opposed
changes to the Mexican Constitution that would eliminate university
autonomy and student participation. They organized a movement that
“became national in scope and more than one hundred thousand students
strong.”” Demanding the dismissal of the director of the 1PN and the imple-
mentation of a law that would guarantee student participation in gov-
ernance and autonomy from the state, students organized information
brigades to educate the public; held spontaneous “lightning” rallies to fund-
raise; took over classrooms, dormitories, and offices; and commandeered
school buses—all tactics that the 1968 movement would use a decade later.®
In response, the Mexican state used strategies of division, infiltration,
media “smear” campaigns, paid provocateurs, militarized repression, arrest,
and detention to undermine and dissolve the 1956 movement.’

While student movements continued from 1956, the government of
Gustavo Diaz Ordaz seemed unprepared for the scale, intensity, and reso-
nance of the student movement with other people in Mexico City in the
summer of 1968. The loud critical public that took to the streets in growing
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numbers in July—until repression, a massacre, and mass arrests shut it
down in the fall—marked the consolidation of an era of student activism
and government repression.

As the movement expanded in the spring and summer of 1968, the PrI-
led government tried traditional intimidation tactics to shut down the
student movement as it grew.1° It enforced an outdated article of the Con-
stitution, Article 145, which outlawed gatherings and essentially equated
public opposition to the government with treason.! Soldiers and police
beat, shot, and wounded students. They raided offices, detaining and im-
prisoning student leaders. As the summer of 1968 wore on, student marches
became larger and attracted more sympathizers. Mounting governmental
repression emboldened the movement that proliferated in the late sum-
mer and early fall of 1968 to include more students and staff from many
institutions of higher education, members of the few independent unions,
and a variety of people in Mexico City from neighborhoods where the
students were active; for all these people who were part of a burgeoning
emotional strategic political community on the ground and later in texts,
the movement transformed into a shared quest for justice and democracy.
It included political theater, art, and music as well as more standard forms
of protest. It was full of hope, energy, enthusiasm, and expansive intensity,
like a multicolored hot air balloon filling up and slowly rising ever higher
in the sky.

On the night of October 2, 1968, students and many other people had
gathered to listen to speakers who were addressing the crowd from the
tourth-floor balconies of the Chihuahua apartment building in the Plaza
de las Tres Culturas in Tlatelolco. Green flares flashed, and snipers po-
sitioned at surrounding buildings began to shoot down into the crowd.
Mexican army battalions and police officers, who had been transported
and stationed around the plaza, returned fire. The crowd was confused
and began to run for cover, trying to escape. As the army moved in on
the plaza, many students and others were shot and wounded. Exits were
blocked. Following the massacre, through its interrogations and torture of
imprisoned student leaders and many others, the government suggested
that the snipers who had begun shooting were armed students. Many years
later, it was revealed that the government had likely planted the sharp-
shooters in an effort to discredit the movement and justify arresting the
student leaders.

We now know more about what happened on the night of October 2,
1968, thanks to the release of significant government documents and
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film footage some three decades after the event. These came to light
under the first non-pr1 presidency, of Vicente Fox (2000—2006), and
through the ongoing declassification work that Kate Doyle and others
carried out at the National Security Archive in the United States and in
Mexico.”? But the exact number of people massacred is still unknown—as
are some other details.

On the fiftieth anniversary of the massacre, in 2018, a wide range of
articles was published, some attempting to estimate the number of deaths.
'The New York Times reported that Doyle and Susana Zavalla, a Mexican
researcher, counted forty-four victims—thirty-four of them by name.”
In Mexico, Televisa (a Mexican media conglomerate founded in 1955 that
dominated Mexican television for decades) published a chronology of what
happened that day, with commentary. Citing the government-run Instituto
Nacional de Estudios Histéricos de la Revolucién Mexicana (National In-
stitute of Historical Studies on the Mexican Revolution), Televisa wrote,
“There were dozens of dead and wounded, but we still need a rigorous
archival investigation and analysis to put names, faces, and voices to those
who were assassinated.”* The description goes on to note, “Nevertheless,
it’s important to acknowledge that the page where this history should be
written is not blank. Among the first intellectuals who sought to tell this
story, the name of Elena Poniatowska stands out.” The text then introduces
her book La noche de Tlatelolco and calls it a “documentary book that brings
together different testimonial registers to tell a version of what happened
in many voices.””

Five years earlier, in 2013, Aristegui Noticias (a news service run by
Carmen Aristegui, a radio, TV, and social media journalist) published an
article, “Los muertos de Tlatelolco, ¢cuantos fueron?” (The dead of Tla-
telolco, how many were there?). The article begins with a quote from La
noche: ““Who? Who were they? Nothing. The next day, nothing. At dawn,
the plaza was swept clean.” As of now, there is no exact death toll for Oc-
tober 2, 1968, in the Plaza of Three Cultures of Tlatelolco.”® The article
goes through the conflicting sources. £/ Dia, the newspaper of the student
strike committee, reported no number the day after the massacre. On Oc-
tober 6, £/ Dia published that up to that point, “about a hundred people”
had died. The student strike committee then revised that number to 150
civilians and 40 military personnel.’” The office of the president stated to
the Mexican press that there were 26 deaths, 1,043 people detained, and
100 people wounded.’® John Rodda, who was at the massacre, published
the number of deaths at 500 in Zhe Guardian on October 4, 1968.1 In his
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book Posdata (1970), Mexican writer and then-ambassador to India, Octa-
vio Paz, estimated 325 were killed.?° Rather than postulate another number,
Aristegui Noticias’article concludes with another quote from La noche: “As
Elena Poniatowska wrote in La noche de Tlatelolco, " The wound is still fresh;
still feeling the blow to the head, Mexicans question themselves, stunned.’
And the dead do not add up.”*

Both the government-linked Televisa account of 2018 and the more left-
oriented Aristegui Noticias news service share ambiguity about the number
of dead. And they both turned to La noche de Tlatelolco as a source. Ponia-
towska’s book never states it has “facts” or “the truth.” In the first part, it
focuses on stories filled with excitement, euphoria, and great optimism
around the student movement. Then it shifts to narratives of horror, disbe-
lief, terror, deep grief, and in some cases resilience in the descriptions of the
massacre and its aftermath. The booK’s ability to capture emotion through
testimonials makes it a source not only for news outlets at the far ends of
the political spectrum like Televisa and Aristegui Noticias but for thousands
and thousands of readers from multiple generations. In the preface to the
second part of the book, Poniatowska writes, “Grief is a very personal
thing. Putting it into words is almost unbearable; hence asking questions,
digging for facts, borders on an invasion of people’s privacy....In these
pages there echo the cries of those who died and the cries of those who
lived on after them. These pages express their outrage and their protest: the
mute cry that stuck in thousands of throats, the blind grief in thousands of

horror-stricken eyes on October 2, 1968, the night of Tlatelolco.”??

An Emotional Community of Readers

La noche and Poniatowska’s other crénicas operate through a nexus of emo-
tion and political connection, allowing readers to feel affinity with those
people whose narratives they encounter on the page.® By juxtaposing the
testimonies of victims, survivors, their families, academics, and newspaper
reporters with press stories and headlines, Poniatowska strategically cre-
ates connections with readers. Her writing strategy of emotional connec-
tion is at the same time a political strategy that builds a network that we
can conceptualize as a flexible community that readers can move in and
out of. Her writing forges connections with readers at a personal level.

I didn’t “join” the Student Movement; it had been an intimate part of
my life for a long time. ...I’'m from Poli [1pn]. I live in a house there,
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that’s where my pals, my neighbors, my work are. . .. My kids were born
there. My wife is from Poli, too. The Movement has been very close to our
hearts for many years. It’s not a whim of the moment, or a joke or “good
vibes,” or anything like that....It’s a question of fighting for every-
thing we believe in, for the things we’ve always fought for, things that
our fathers and our fathers’ fathers fought for before us.... We come
from working-class families, people who have always worked hard for
a living. 24

La noche opens with this testimony from Rail Alvarez Garin, a the-
oretical physicist and professor at the 1PN, cNH delegate, and prisoner
in Lecumberri. In one paragraph, we learn about his neighborhood, his
home, wife, children, and family history linked to the student movement.
A major leader who had been active in the Communist Party and with
the Movimiento Revolucionario del Magisterio (Revolutionary Teachers
Movement), Alvarez Garin was deeply engaged with the student move-
ment and connects it to not only his own family but Mexican history, mak-
ing indirect reference to the Mexican Revolution where his father’s fathers
fought. He identifies as working class and links that category to his family
history. Later we learn about the history of leftism in his family. In one
paragraph, we have a connection with Alvarez Garin and at the same time
are linked to the larger story of the student movement. This passage does
what so many of the testimonies in the book do. These personal narratives
are woven into the larger story of the student movement, government
repression, and student efforts to dialogue and push the state to create a
truly democratic exchange and model of Mexican society. They provide an
emotional connection for readers.

Writing on the intellectual history of the concept of emotional commu-
nities, coined by cultural anthropologist Myriam Jimeno, Morna Macleod
and Natalia De Marinis argue that Jimeno believes there is “a clear link
between cognitive processes of reasoning, memories, assessments and the

role emotions play in experiences of violence.”?

Other cultural anthropol-
ogists have also written about the strong connections between emotions
and memory.?® Collective political and emotional experience, the staging
or writing of traumatic events, and the relational nature between those who
share a traumatic experience and those who listen or read about it are dif-
terent dimensions I have built in to augment the concept of strategic emo-
tional political communities, as outlined in the introduction.?”” According

to Jimeno, “[ Emotional communities] are created through the process of
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narrating to another, testifying lived suffering through a story, a narra-
tive, to someone else, and succeeding in the other identifying with their
pain.”® The narrative may be performative or a statement. Jimeno sug-
gests that this narrative acquires great currency when it creates emotional
community, “that is, when the pain of the victim does not remain enclosed
in the victim, but spreads to other audiences, who identify and are moved
by the narrative. This creates a political bond, not simply a compassionate
moment. This political link contributes to enhance actions that seek jus-
tice.””” Thus Jimeno's notion of emotional community includes not only
the emotions of victims or survivors, such as those whose narratives build
La noche, but also emotions awakened in a wider audience—in this case
readers.>

'The social memory of the student movement and the massacre of Tla-
telolco are not only held by those who lived at the time; it has become a
major theme in the record of Mexican history. At almost every anniversary
of Tlatelolco, there have been new inquiries and sometimes revelations. La
noche de Tlatelolco has been published dozens of times in Spanish and has
been read widely across Mexico, including as an assigned text in middle
and high school. By 1991 La noche was in its fiftieth edition and 250,000
copies had been sold in Mexico.3! In 2018, fifty years since the massacre,
500,000 copies of La noche had been sold.>?

After conversing with dozens of people who had read La noche de Tla-
telolco, 1 decided to informally survey some readers. I sent an invitation
to twenty people who had attended school in different parts of Mexico
between the 1960s and 2009. All have at least some university education.
Among the fourteen who responded, ten had read La noche de Tlatelolco.
One had read some of Poniatowska’s other works, but not her account of
the massacre. Six had read La noche de Tlatelolco in high school, two had
read it in middle school, and two others had read it with their families or
received it from friends to read. All identified the book as an important
part of their historical and political education; for some it was a water-
shed moment.> While by no means the product of an exhaustive survey,
the answers I received reflect the intergenerational effect of La noche de
Tlatelolco on Mexicans who tended to read it as teenagers or young adults.
As some of the narratives given here demonstrate, the book continued to
be an important source of historical information and feelings, even when
additional information and perspectives became available.3

Margarita, a fifty-seven-year-old woman educated in public schools in
Torreén, Coahuila, read the book when she was in high school, about four
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years after it was published—not as part of an official curriculum but as
a source given to her by high school friends—and she shared it with her
siblings. The book made a strong impression on her in terms of her knowl-
edge about historical events but also in relation to the importance of the
pioneering political work that the student movement did in 1968.

First of all, I was strongly affected after reading it, knowing that this
had happened in my country. I was seven years old when the events of
October 2, 1968, took place and I don’t remember people in my family
talking about it in those days....Because of this crénica, I learned
about what happened, the repression, and the violence directed against
the students. It also made me aware of the importance of the political
participation of youth at that time who fought for university autonomy
and for the free expression of ideas, among other things.

Lourdes, about thirty years old, recalled reading Poniatowska’s book in
2004 in her secondary school in Mexico City. As the epigraph to the chap-
ter indicates, she credits the book with helping her to understand the
student movement’s importance to Mexican democracy.

She mentions, as did several other younger people, reading the book in
conjunction with seeing the film Rojo amanecer (Red dawn), thirty-three
years after it was first published. Initially finished in 1989 but not released
until 1990, the fictional film portrays October 2, 1968, from the perspective
of a middle-class family living in one of the apartment buildings on the
Plaza de las Tres Culturas, where the massacre took place, and draws on
some of the testimonies in La noche.

Maria, now in her midthirties, read the book in a public high school
in the state of Oaxaca in 1989, almost twenty years after it was first pub-
lished. She traveled about six hours every year from the regional public
high school she attended in the town of Putla de Guerrero, in the Mixtec
region in far western Oaxaca, to the state capital to participate in marches
commemorating the 1968 massacre.

1 read La noche de Tlatelolco when I was in high school in 1989. I remem-
ber that it helped me understand the signs and grafhiti in the streets
of Oaxaca that said things like “We will never forget October 2!” It
also provided insight into why the students from the state university of
Oaxaca organized marches on this date as well. I came with people from
my high school in Putla to some of these marches. I was just starting to
understand the capital city of Oaxaca as an adolescent. This book was
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definitely important in helping me formulate my ideas about govern-
ment repression.

José, about thirty-five, read the book in his Catholic high school in
Puebla in the mid-1990s, almost three decades after the events and
twenty-five years after Poniatowska’s book was first published. For him,
the crénica style of La noche de Tlatelolco was initially confusing, but it
opened an important new way of thinking for him.

I read the book in my first or second year of a Jesuit high school. ...
I remember that I wasn’t completely clear on whether the book was
fiction or history. I thought maybe it was a combination of both. I re-
member after reading it that I felt like I was discovering something new.
Even though I read a lot as a high school student, I had not read a lot
of women writers. I really felt like the book opened a new window for
me. I remember that I talked about it with my friends. I had heard from
some of them that there was a controversy about the book and about
who had really written it.®

Even though the Zapatista rebellion had already happened when I
started to read La noche de Tlatelolco, I had not made a connection be-
tween the rebellion and 1968. Poniatowska’s book helped me connect
them. I was a little informed about what happened in Tlatelolco, but it
was based more on oral tradition passed on through family and friends.
I had not read about it. I think reading the book also helped me to
think differently about Mexico City. I wasn't familiar with Mexico City
then, and the book gave me a lot of context and ideas for thinking more
widely and more politically about what the city means.

These are instances of opinion among multiple generations of Mexicans
who have read and discussed La noche de Tlatelolco. It has had a lasting ef-
fect, even in light of the many other sources of information about the mas-
sacre that have emerged over the decades. Thanks to the book’s form—the
combination and juxtaposition of photographs, poetry, and many different
narratives—its narrative power endures.

The first public commemoration to mark the anniversary of Tlatelolco
took place in 1978 in Mexico City, once the government forces lifted re-
strictions on access to the site.® Perhaps this initial access to the site for
purposes of memorialization was linked to the electoral reform promul-
gated by José Lépez Portillo (1976-82) that resulted in opening up the for-
mal