
UC Berkeley
UC Berkeley Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Modernism and Miracles: Architecture, Housing, and the State in Mexico 1930-1970

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8mn6r8xr

Author
Selvidge, Sarah Marie

Publication Date
2015
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8mn6r8xr
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Modernism and Miracles: Architecture, Housing and the State in Mexico, 1930-1970 
 

By 
 

Sarah Marie Selvidge 
 
 
 
 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the 
 

requirements for the degree of 
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

in 
 

History 
 

in the 
 

Graduate Division 
 

of the 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

 
 

Committee in charge: 
 

Professor Margaret Chowning, Chair 
Professor Mark A. Healey 

Professor Richard Cándida Smith 
Professor James Holston 

 
Summer 2015 



  

  



1 

 
Abstract 

 
Modernism and Miracles: Architecture, Housing, and the State in Mexico, 1930-1970 

 
Sarah Selvidge 

 
Doctor of Philosophy in History 

 
University of California, Berkeley 

 
Professor Margaret Chowning, Chair 

 
 
Mexico City has suffered from a housing crisis since the 1930s. This dissertation 

looks at efforts to solve this problem: debates about housing policy and plans to build 
housing for Mexico’s urban residents, especially industrial laborers and federal workers. 
The 1917 Constitution made large businesses responsible for housing urban workers, but 
this promise was not enforced until 1970. I follow the trajectory of state efforts to design 
and build urban housing up to this moment, from the earliest municipal projects in the 
1930s to the massive federally built multifamily high-rises in the late 1940s, and a mixed 
approach to building urban residential complexes that emerged in the 1960s. I pay 
particular attention to the shifting ideas and practices of architects and planners, 
developing innovative projects in dialogue with international discourses of architectural 
modernism.  

 
The state used housing for various purposes: to fulfill the revolutionary promise to 

workers, as a stimulus for industry, as an aspect of social welfare, and as a way to 
catalyze the growth of the urban middle class. Throughout this period building and design 
strategies were pursued with economic purposes in mind. Three of Mexico’s major 
federal agencies—the social security agency, the federal pension fund, and the urban 
infrastructure development bank—used housing policy to contribute to the pursuit of 
social welfare and economic development, the larger goals of the postrevolutionary state. 
I demonstrate that housing policies that were initially inspired by the ideal of radical 
social transformation gave way to efforts to increase the availability of credit and 
incorporate citizens into the financial market. But, while this ideological shift appears to 
confirm the prevailing wisdom about the government’s abandonment of revolutionary 
goals after 1940, in the arena of worker housing, the government actually did more for 
workers after 1960 than before. By the late 1960s, the ideals and aesthetic vigor of 
architectural modernism had largely been abandoned, though not the pragmatic efficiency 
it promoted. The most radical projects provided but a small number of homes for 
workers, and over the period that the radical architectural and social ideology faded, the 
state actually increased its investment in housing and broadened it attempt to improve 
urban conditions. In housing, the state was actually more interventionist after 1964.  
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Introduction 
Beginning in the 1930s, architects and politicians sought to address Mexico’s 

urban housing crisis by transforming the country’s capital according to modernist ideals 
of urban planning and design. The architects were influenced by global currents of 
modernism that claimed architecture could bring about radical social change. 
Policymakers and politicians were motivated by the progressive rhetoric of the Mexican 
Revolution and the ambition to modernize the country. This shared project was based on 
the assumption that the government could bring into being a better and more just city, 
while advancing economic and cultural development. But behind the broad consensus on 
the need for housing and the advantages of architectural modernism, Mexico’s state-
sponsored housing program was shaped by competing and at times contradictory 
ideological frameworks. Radical socialists, devout capitalists and a succession of 
presidents and functionaries all embraced architectural modernism. 

The modernist project was complex and dynamic, influenced by political power, 
competing interests, and different interpretations of how this power should be wielded 
and to what ends. The direction and impact of modernist urbanism in Mexico was neither 
predictable nor inevitable. This dissertation follows the changing goals of architects and 
state agencies and their plans to build urban housing. Urban design initiatives were 
closely intertwined with economic policies as the state used housing policy to encourage 
economic development, support industrialization, improve urban conditions, and catalyze 
the growth of the urban middle class. Architectural modernism, it seemed, might be a 
way for the federal government to work miracles. 

But Mexico’s midcentury housing policies were a series of partially realized 
aspirations and promises made but not kept. The 1917 Constitution obligated large 
employers to provide housing for both urban and rural workers. Because this was not a 
direct promise to workers from the state, however, the government’s role was ambiguous. 
As a result, a multiplicity of fragmentary and overlapping municipal and national 
institutions managed urban housing policy—there was no dedicated national agency, as 
there was for education, health care, and agrarian reform. I follow the most consequential 
of these agencies as they attempted to deal with the urban housing crisis.  

In this dissertation, I argue that over the decades from 1930 to 1970, grand 
postrevolutionary plans for social transformation through modernist architecture and 
urban planning were supplanted by the bureaucratic development and administration of 
financial instruments intended to integrate more people into the housing market. As 
utopian architectural visions gave way to pragmatic economic policies, the government 
created a series of financial institutions to manage housing policies, and by extension, 
urban development initiatives, which became more closely connected to economic 
policies over this period. The passage of a national workers’ housing fund in 1970 
marked the end of this transition. Housing policy was no longer a program to transform 
the city, to change people, or to create citizens; it was just to house people.  

Modernist architecture and urban planning in Latin America during the post-
World War II period was often conceived as what anthropologist James Holston 
describes as “an inversion in development… in which urban form and organization are 
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considered instruments of social change.”1 Architecture and urbanism would not simply 
reflect an emerging social order, but actually bring it into being and this transformation 
would serve as a model to spark further change at a national scale. As Holston explains in 
the case of Brasília, if the new city “could serve as an exemplar of progress for the rest of 
the nation, then it would be possible not only to generalize its innovations, but also to 
propel the country as a whole into the planned future it embodies. In this way, planners 
could stimulate leaps in the development process itself, causing the nation to skip 
undesired stages in its evolution.”2 This aspect of modernist urbanism and architecture 
was the basis of the recent exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, “Latin America in 
Construction: Architecture 1955-1980,” which was organized around the argument that 
architecture was a key strategy for envisioning and bringing about a modern future. But 
like modernism itself, modernist projects are always utopian and always incomplete. 

The key problem that modernist projects were expected to solve (but didn’t) is the 
rampant growth of informal housing or “shantytowns” on the city’s periphery beyond the 
reach of government, made famous in the Luis Buñuel film “Los olvidados,” set about 
1950. (You don’t had to add this, but it does seem right to me)  Many saw the growth of 
the informal city and other flaws of  modernization as “a temporary byproduct of growth 
rather than a formidable challenge to the underlying assumptions of planning and 
development ideology.”3  In part as a result of government inattention and the assumption 
that in time they would disappear, then, informal housing grew and the formal housing 
market, with its modernist aspirations, failed to keep up.4 Put another way, housing 
policy until 1970 focused on increasing the amount of housing within the formal real 
estate sector, whether government-sponsored or privately-built, regarding the ever-
growing informal sector as a passing phenomenon that could be overcome by building 
more formal housing. The Mexican government almost entirely ignored the urban 
periphery until the 1970s, when it finally confronted the issue with legislation that 
attempted to “regularize” informal settlements.5 The dissertation focuses on these failure 
of the formal housing market, on how and why the government planned to build, 
undertook extensive building, and eventually stopped building. It centers, in other words, 
on direct state involvement in building urban housing as a reflection of how the state 
acted to pursue political interests, fulfill the visions of policymakers and state agents, and 
answer the demands of the people it claimed to represent.  

                                                
1 James Holston, The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of Brasília. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1989, 3-4 
2 Holston, 4. 
3 Barry Bergdoll, “Learning from Latin America: Public Space, Housing, and Landscape,” in Barry 

Bergdoll, Carlos Eduardo Comas, Jorge Francisco Liernur, and Patricio Del Real, eds., Latin America in 
Construction: Architecture 1955-1980. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2015, 20. 

4 On the connected nature of formal and informal housing, see Brodwyn M. Fischer, Bryan McCann, 
and Javier Auyero, eds., Cities from Scratch: Poverty and Informality in Urban Latin America. Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2014. 

5 On this, see Emilio Duhau, “The Informal City: An Enduring Slum or a Progressive Habitat?” in 
Fischer, et al. 
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International modernism in Mexico  
Throughout the dissertation, I describe Mexican architects’ engagement with and 

participation in the evolving discourse of architectural modernism. By architectural 
modernism  (and modernist urbanism), I am referring to a specific, albeit multifaceted 
and constantly changing, transnational discourse and praxis. Architectural modernism 
was defined and popularized (around the world and in Mexico) by the Congrès 
Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (International Congresses of Modern 
Architecture, or CIAM). In 1923 Le Corbusier, the leading figure within CIAM, 
published Vers un architecture (translated in English as Toward an Architecture, often 
known as Towards a New Architecture), a book that helped revolutionize architecture.6 
He famously called the house “a machine for living,” and embraced technology and 
engineering (rather than style and decoration) as the forces behind architectural form. The 
book was extremely influential in Mexico, leading architects to consider how these new 
systems and strategies of building could be applied in their own country.  

Le Corbusier, always a polemical figure and an accomplished self-promoter, 
crystallized and publicized the thinking of a varied group of architects. In its annual 
meetings (especially from 1928 to 1933), CIAM members debated whether the group 
should promote austere and efficient single-family homes for workers or large, 
multifamily units that benefitted from economies of scale. Le Corbusier promoted the 
latter, epitomized by his Radiant City, and later the Functional City, both of which were 
based on high-density residences surrounded by planned parks. As we will see, the 
question of whether (or when) to build modest single-family homes or massive high-rises 
was a major debate within Mexican modernist architecture.  

The use of new construction materials, especially reinforced concrete, allowed 
modern architects to design buildings with more open and flexible floor plans. These 
changes also prioritized light, air, space, and geometry. The designs and visual language 
of modernism in Mexico were employed as early as the 1930s, throughout the 1940s and 
1950s, and in modified form long afterwards, not only in housing, but also in schools, 
hospitals, and government institutions.  

In the 1930s CIAM began to focus more on urbanism, devising a system of urban 
planning consisting of the close study of social, physical, and climactic conditions 
followed by a schematic procedure to plan cities based on “four functions”:  dwelling, 
work, transportation, and recreation. This became the focus of most postwar CIAM-
influenced planning and was very influential in Mexico, where planners proposed a 
Mexican version of the “CIAM grid,” an organizing rubric for presenting urban plans. In 
Mexico this influence led planners to design on a larger scale, as housing became part of 
overall plans for urban development.  

The adoption of modernist architecture by the Mexican government followed a 
similar pattern to the better-known case of muralism. The muralists, like modernist 

                                                
6 Le Corbusier has been widely written about, both as villain and heroic genius. See for example, 

Kenneth Frampton, and Roberto Schezen. Le Corbusier: Architect of the Twentieth Century. New York: 
H.N. Abrams, 2002. Jean-Louis Cohen and Richard Pare, Le Corbusier: An Atlas of Modern Landscapes. 
New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2013. Nicholas Fox Weber, Le Corbusier: A Life. New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 2008. 
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architects, claimed their work could be “a weapon for social change.”7 But, as art 
historian Mary Coffey has shown, the process of state institutionalization transformed the 
artists’ attempt to shape a new social and political order into “a sacralized form of 
national art promoted at home and abroad by a state eager to stake a claim on 
modernity.”8 Coffey shows that this was not simply an abandonment of ideals, but rather 
part of a larger shift away from engaged politics to a more universal idea of humanistic 
values, typical of the Cold War era. Similarly, in Mexican modernist architecture of the 
1950s, a discourse of humanism and universal rights contributed to an important shift of 
architectural goals from transforming the existing social order to cultivating citizenship.  

Mexico’s modernist architects also directly enlisted muralism in their works, 
though the practice of integración plástica, the integration of arts and architecture. 
Integration was a core principle of modernism, but the use of murals as exterior 
decoration was controversial in Mexico and elsewhere, a debate that climaxed around the 
inauguration of the Ciudad Universitaria in 1952 (University City or CU, the campus of 
Mexico’s National Autonomous University). 9 The CU was a collaborative project 
involving virtually all of Mexico’s most prominent architects, and its buildings featured 
murals by its most prominent artists. It was the pinnacle of modernist architecture and 
urban planning in Mexico, the largest construction project in the country at the time it 
was completed. The murals provided the architects with a specifically Mexican 
interpretation of modernism, and allowed the state (as patron of the campus) to capitalize 
on the revolutionary pedigree of the muralists as further evidence of its commitment to 
social justice. Architecture played a key role in creating spectacles of design and power 
in the urban environment. In what art historian Luis Castañeda refers to as “image 
economies” created by modern design, cultural capital, politics, and the desire to be 
modern came together to broadcast an image of the Mexican state.10  

While the debates over integración plástica were a revealing but minor issue 
overall, I argue that integration more generally proved one of the most important 
modernist concepts in Mexico. Integrating housing, transportation, leisure, and industrial 
planning under modernism allowed architects to claim authority over ever-greater spheres 
of activity and play a more important role in urban and national planning. And integration 
allowed politicians to embrace architecture and urban planning as umbrella strategies for 
comprehensive modernization programs, justifying the development of economic and 
social policies as part of a progressive project.  

Many scholars have noted the ways that modernism and modernization projects 
have expressed and, consciously or unconsciously, reproduced structures of power in the 
built environment, acting as a technology of state power.11 Modernism has been linked to 

                                                
7 Mary K. Coffey, How a Revolutionary Art Became Official Culture: Murals, Museums, and the 

Mexican State, 2012. 
8 Coffey, 14. 
9 On integración plástica at the CU, see Carlos Ríos Garza, “La Ciudad Universitaria y el movimiento 

de integración plástica en México.” Bitácora Arquitectura 21 (2010): 90–97. 
10 Luis M. Castañeda, Spectacular Mexico: Design, Propaganda, and the 1968 Olympics. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014. 
11 For example, scholars have argued that capitalist development reinforces dominant social relations 

related value of land and unequal access to urban services. See David Harvey Social Justice and the City 
(Revised Edition). Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009 and The Condition of Postmodernity: An 
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the impetus for economic development and industrialization, and has been considered a 
hegemonic force that consolidated political power and furthered the shared interests of 
the ruling party and private industry. The case of state-sponsored housing in Mexico 
suggests that these theoretical truisms give the modernist project (and by extension the 
ruling party) too much credit for its coherence as an intellectual project and its capacity to 
use coercive power to organize the urban environment to its liking. Political power did 
not shape the city in consistent ways.  

Housing and the Mexican Miracle 
The period from about 1940 to 1970 came to be known as “the Mexican Miracle,” 

so called because of the sustained economic growth over that period—annual real GDP 
growth, for example, averaged about six percent. The economic policies of the miracle 
were based on the goal of transforming Mexico from a “backward” economy based on 
export commodities into a modern industrial economy.12 In 1940 about 65 percent of 
Mexicans worked in the agricultural sector; in 1970 that number had dropped to 39 
percent.13 As economic historian Susan Gauss writes, “industrialization appeared to be a 
way to free Mexico from revolutionary turbulence, economic backwardness, paternalism, 
and Catholic provincialism, which many technocrats and politicians believed were 
continuing to burden the country.”14  

                                                                                                                                            
Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change. Cambridge, Mass: Blackwell, 1990; Henri Lefebvre, The 
Production of Space. Oxford, OX, UK: Blackwell, 1991 and The Urban Revolution. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2003. 

12 On the Mexican Miracle, see Robert Alegre, Contesting the “Mexican Miracle” Railway Men and 
Women Struggle for Democracy, 1943-1959, 2007; Sarah L. Babb, Managing Mexico: Economists from 
Nationalism to Neoliberalism. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2001; Steven Jon Bachelor, “The 
Edge of Miracles: Postrevolutionary Mexico City and the Remaking of the Industrial Working Class, 1925-
1982,” 2003. PhD Dissertation, Yale University; Fernando Carmona, ed., El milagro mexicano. México: 
Editorial Nuestro Tiempo, 1971; Susan M. Gauss, Made in Mexico: Regions, Nation, and the State in the 
Rise of Mexican Industrialism, 1920s-1940s. Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010; Paul Gillingham, 
“Force and Consent in Mexican Provincial Politics: Guerrero and Veracruz, 1945-1953,” 2005; Aurora 
Gómez Galvarriato, Industry and Revolution: Social and Economic Change in the Orizaba Valley, Mexico. 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013; Pablo González Casanova, Democracy in Mexico. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1970; Rafael Loyola, ed., Entre la guerra y la estabilidad política: el México de 
los 40. México: Grijalbo, 1990; Gladys Irene McCormick, “The Political Economy of Desire in Rural 
Mexico: Revolutionary Change and the Making of a State,” 2009. PhD Dissertation, University of 
Wisconsin, Madison; Luis Medina Peña, Hacia el nuevo estado: México, 1920-1993. México: Fondo de 
Cultura Económica, 1994; Julio Moreno, Yankee Don’t Go Home Mexican Nationalism, American Business 
Culture, and the Shaping of Modern Mexico, 1920-1950. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2003; Aaron W. Navarro, Political Intelligence and the Creation of Modern Mexico, 1938-1954. University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010; Louise E.  Walker, Waking from the Dream: Mexico’s 
Middle Classes after 1968. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2013X.   

13 Nacional Financiera, S.A., La Economía mexicana en cifras, 1970. México: Nuevo Mundo, 1972, 
13. Cited in Anahí Ballent, “El arte de saber vivir: Modernización del habitar doméstico y cambio urbano, 
1940-1970” in Néstor García Canclini, and Miguel Ángel Aguilar, eds., Cultura Y Comunicación En La 
Ciudad de México. Col. Vicentina, México: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, Iztapalapa. Editorial 
Grijalbo, 1998, 70. 

14 Susan M. Gauss, Made in Mexico: Regions, Nation, and the State in the Rise of Mexican 
Industrialism, 1920s-1940s. Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010, 5. Gauss also notes that its origins 
in the revolutionary project made Mexico’ economic policies distinct from the ECLA model. 
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In the decades after the revolution, one under-studied aspect of Mexican 
economic policy—submerged in the rhetoric of revolution—was its focus on establishing 
and strengthening banks and making credit available to individuals and companies as 
well as for state infrastructure projects. As the following chapters demonstrate, housing 
initiatives consistently included both direct state support for construction of housing for 
public sector workers and workers in the industrial economy, and the expansion of credit 
and the growth of the financial sector aimed at the housing market. Both of these 
strategies were pursued as the state tried to ease the transition to an industrial economy 
and manage what were perceived as temporary problems caused by the social and 
cultural ruptures this transition caused. However, the balance between indirect financial 
and market-stimulating approaches and direct state-sponsored building tilted in favor of 
the direct approaches from the 1920s into the postwar period.   

In the postwar period, though, and especially in the mid to late 1950s, there was 
an increasing emphasis on using these financial tools to integrate potential home-buyers 
into the national credit market. The dominant thrust of Mexico’s postwar economic 
policies was to protect so-called “infant” industries from foreign competition and support 
the domestic market for consumer goods through maintaining high salaries, a program 
known as import substitution industrialization (ISI). The focus on consumer goods, like 
subsidies for modern housing, was motivated in part by the idea that the state should 
support the growth of the middle class, since consumption would promote 
industrialization.15  

By some measures, the policies worked.  In 1939 Mexico imported about 22 
percent of consumer goods. By 1958, consumer imports were just 6 percent.16 But after 
inflation made necessary a devastating peso devaluation in 1954, the economic model 
was modified to a set of policies called “stabilizing development,” which sought to lower 
inflation while maintaining economic growth. The national banking and credit system 
grew more important, with greater activity in the sale of bonds through the commercial 
banking system, and an increase in borrowing from foreign sources (as opposed to public 
spending through credit from the central bank).17 In other words, there was a shift within 
the government from the direct funding of social programs and public works projects to 
indirect funding through credit markets. This would be paralleled by the shift in housing 
policy from direct building of homes to the use of credit to achieve social goals. 

 
The dissertation is structured as a series of case studies that use changes in 

housing policy to tell this story of the intersections between modernist dreams of 
architecture that solves social problems, revolutionary dreams of social justice (and 
political consolidation), and developmentalist dreams of sustained and self-sufficient 
economic growth.  It begins with a survey of urban conditions prior to forceful state 
intervention, explores three moments of state housing projects, and closes with the shift 
away from a direct state role.  

                                                
15 As Babb notes, Mexico’s economic policy was more similar to, rather than guided by ECLA. 77 
16 Garza 41. Given the steady economic growth over the period, the absolute amount was even more 

extreme. 
17 Ayala Espino 1988: 343, cited in Babb 79 
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The first chapter of the dissertation presents a history of urban development in 
Mexico City, focusing on the role of the government in managing urban conditions. 
Before the revolution and in the decade after, the government did little to improve 
housing for most of the city’s inhabitants. 

Chapter Two turns to the efforts of the municipal government of Mexico City to 
solve  what was increasingly being recognized as a housing crisis.  Specifically I analyze 
two residential complexes made up of “minimum” homes for workers, that is, austere 
buildings designed in the functionalist style: Casas Obreras de Balbuena designed in 1933 
by Juan Legarreta and Colonia del Parque designed by Manuel Chacón and Andres 
Serrato in 1946. Both were sponsored by the municipal government, but the goals of the 
projects were totally different—Legarreta sought to mobilize radical architecture to 
transform the lives of workers, while Chacón and Serrato employed functionalism with 
pragmatic ends, to promote the integration of workers into a modern social world . Still, 
both represent experiments with state-sponsorship of housing (if municipal rather than 
federal) that bought into the modernist hope that architecture could be a solution to social 
problems.   

In the late 1940s, while the municipal government began Colonia del Parque, the 
federal workers pension agency was undertaking the first major housing project of the 
federal government, the Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán (CUPA), designed by Mario 
Pani. Examining the CUPA and two other monumental multifamily apartment complexes 
(multifamiliares), I argue in Chapter Three, that these projects were the high point of 
architecture as the solution to the housing crisis. I show how Pani and the federal 
government sought to use these projects to advance corollary urban planning goals such 
as slum clearance and the modernization of transportation infrastructure.  

Chapter Four explains why and how Mexico’s social security agency became a 
provider of worker housing. Housing was part of a larger expansion of the agency’s 
social welfare agenda in the 1950s and 1960s, and it was the first time the federal 
government took on the responsibility to house workers that were not its own employees. 
I argue that through this process, housing was established as a crucial aspect of social 
welfare and became an indispensible aspect of the relationship between the federal 
government and organized labor. 

In the last chapter, I argue that architectural solutions to the housing problem 
began to lose their luster beginning in the late 1950s and were abandoned around 1970, to 
be replaced with financial solutions. As the state role in housing increasingly became the 
domain of bankers and financial policy-makers rather than state-allied architects, the 
values of modernism were abandoned in favor of the goals of encouraging savings and 
increasing access to credit. As the earlier chapters show, this had always been an 
important aspect of state housing policy, but as the promise of the Mexican miracle began 
to fade, so did the promise of architecture as a tool of development and a means of social 
change. 
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Chapter One 
Urbanization and the City: 

Housing and Urban Policy in Mexico City before 1930 
 
In 1921, the engineer Modesto C. Rolland published a book with the ominous title 

The Municipal Disaster in the Mexican Republic. For Rolland, the city was the essence of 
humanity, “the brain and the machine… the heart and the nervous system of the 
contemporary world.” “From the city,” he wrote, “comes civilization in all its 
manifestations: education, art, culture, industry, even the division of labor that is the 
fundamental base of modern wealth.” 18 But, as the book title suggests, he found 
Mexico’s cities to be in deplorable shape. Rolland proclaimed that even before Mexico’s 
independence, municipal administration had “been a failure.” But he argued that the 
problem had become more extreme as demographic and economic changes intensified 
urban problems.19 The urban crisis, Rolland claimed, represented “the worst and most 
decisive failure of the Revolution,” as longstanding problems of inequality had been 
exacerbated rather than resolved.20 The answer to city’s problems, Rolland claimed, was 
to marshal expertise and planning for the public good. He called on the revolutionary 
government to take responsibility not just for the city itself, but also for its growing 
population.  

 
This chapter traces the history of urbanization and housing in Mexico City, 

focusing on national and municipal politics, the social geography of the city, and the 
ambitions of urban reformers across the last decades of the nineteenth century into the 
first decades of the twentieth. During the Porfiriato (1876-1910) a technocratic elite 
sought to create an ordered and sanitary city decorated with monuments to Mexico’s 
modernity and grandeur and planned broad avenues through the city as new residential 
patterns began to alter the urban form. In the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) radical 
workers demanded urban housing as part of a compromise with political elites, 
culminating in a constitutional promise that obligated urban employers to build worker 
housing. This defined the role of the federal government as a mediator rather than 
provider of worker housing. In the early postrevolutionary period (about 1920-1934), 
planners and politicians began to see the improvement of urban conditions as a matter of 
social justice, calling on the municipal and federal government to do more to improve the 
lives of the urban poor.  

Throughout this period, the urban layout of Mexico City became vastly more 
complex and extensive. The capital experienced rapid growth, the emergence of an 
industrial working class, the displacement of artisans and small commerce from the city 
center, and the formation of a new urban elite. All of these processes worsened urban 
problems, deepening the landscape of inequity that persists to this day. New settlement 
patterns brought wealthy families out of the center, and modern residential 
neighborhoods spread across the city, especially in the southwest. A building boom 

                                                
18 M. C. Rolland, El Desastre Municipal En La República Mexicana. México, D.F: 1921, 18. 
19 Rolland, 14. 
20 Rolland, 14. 
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during the Porfiriato and a second one in the 1920s and 30s prompted speculation and 
profit in the urban real estate market facilitated by the government through tax incentives 
and lax enforcement of regulations. This created new neighborhoods and a new way of 
living in the city, reflecting a shift in attitudes about the modern home and the 
relationship between the city and the historic center. Those who could afford homes in 
affluent neighborhoods farther from the center enjoyed new amenities, and those who 
could not lived in crowded and substandard housing in central neighborhoods or 
settlements on the outskirts of the city, both of which often lacked basic urban services. 
The city began to overflow with migrants seeking work in the capital, and many workers 
settled to the east and northeast of the center. As the economy shifted from agricultural 
and extractive to increasingly urban and industrial, factories in these areas increasingly 
became places of employment for urban workers, and dense residential settlements 
proliferated outside of the urban core.21  

After the revolution, conditions in the city were increasingly seen as the 
responsibility of the revolutionary government. Urban problems were widely defined, 
studied, and publicized after 1920, and by the 1930s urban conditions were a crucial 
public policy issue at both the municipal and federal levels. But for most of the 1920s and 
1930s, urban planning focused on improving transportation and zoning, not housing. 
Transportation planning was seen as important for the rational development of the city, 
but not as part of the solution to the housing crisis. Yet the growth of the city was 
intimately related to “the problem of popular housing,” as it was widely called: the 
planning of roads and urban services favored new residential neighborhoods for elites, 
and largely ignored the growing number of urban workers and their families. 

The City of Palaces, Mud, and Marble22 
After the destruction of the Aztec city of Tenochtitlan in the sixteenth century, 

Mexico City was planned according to the traditional Hispanic urban model, with the 
Plaza de la Constitución, more commonly known as the Zócalo, at the center. The Zócalo 
was surrounded by a grid plan of streets, the traza, extending in the cardinal directions. 
All the colonial symbols of wealth and authority were within the traza: the cathedral, 
viceregal palace, and the homes of local elites were on or near the plaza, with a basic 
hierarchy of wealth declining with distance from the centro, or the city center. Indigenous 
neighborhoods and villages surrounded the traza, in what historian Matt O’Hara calls “an 
ambivalent embrace.”23 The city was divided into Indian and Spanish parishes until 1772, 
an organization based on the colonial system of incorporation through segregation.24 

                                                
21 The manufacturing sector accounted for ten to twelve percent of the national economy. Edward 

Beatty, Institutions and Investment the Political Basis of Industrialization in Mexico Before 1911. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2001, 5-6. 

22 “The City of Palaces” is a well-known nickname for Mexico City, given by Alexander von 
Humboldt because of its many splendid colonial buildings after a visit there around the turn of the 
nineteenth century.  

23 Matthew O’Hara, A Flock Divided: Race, Religion and Politics in Mexico; 1749-1857. Durham, 
N.C.:  Duke University Press, 2010, 21.   

24 O’Hara describes the problematic end of this segregation, or “de-Indianization” of parishes in 1772, 
see Chapter Two. 
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Even as political authority shifted from crown to state after independence in 1821, the 
basic spatial organization of the city remained constant until the late nineteenth century.  

 

 
Colonial Mexico City, the traza c. 1720 

This small, central gridded area focused around the plaza remains the historic core of the city. 
 

Despite the concentration of wealth and power in the center, during most of the 
nineteenth century the urban core of Mexico City was a remarkably multi-class area, 
where the elite shared public space and even residences with urban workers and recent 
migrants from the countryside.25 Often large residential buildings housed elite families on 
the upper floors with modest dwellings for workers and retail establishments on lower 
floors. By the later part of the century, this began to change. During the French 
occupation in 1864, Emperor Maximilian had moved the imperial residence to 
Chapultepec Castle. The new building, designed by Mexican and European architects in 
an ornate neoclassical style, had formal gardens and a commanding view of the city and 
countryside below.26 Chapultepec Hill was on the outskirts of the city to the southwest of 
the Zócalo, and Maximilian ordered the construction of a wide tree-lined boulevard to 
create a pathway from the city center to the imperial palace. Modeled after the new 
avenues of Baron Eugène Haussman in Paris, it was named Paseo de la Emperatriz, after 
Maximilian’s wife. After the reestablishment of the Mexican Republic in 1867, the 
boulevard was renamed Paseo de la Reforma. Paseo de la Reforma created a pathway for 
residential development that resulted in major transformations in the layout of the city.  

                                                
25 John Lear, Workers, Neighbors, and Citizens: The Revolution in Mexico City. Lincoln: University 

of Nebraska Press, 2001, 20. 
26 The site has a complicated and fragmented history, it was partly built, changed hands a number of 

times and was eventually used as a Military Academy, serving an important symbolic role in the Mexican-
American War when several young cadets (known as the “niños héroes” or “boy heroes” died defending 
the castle. It is currently a museum. 
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Paseo de la Reforma 

Note the elegant homes that border this broad, tree-lined avenue. Chapultepec Castle is visible in the 
background. 

 
The expropriation of church property in 1867 created a new supply of urban land, 

as the massive properties of the regular orders (both male and female) were partitioned 
into private lots and distributed to worthy liberal recipients.27 New residential 
neighborhoods were developed, providing an alternative, for those who could afford it, to 
living within the traza.28 With nineteenth-century developments in scientific discourse 
about race and hygiene, elite families became increasingly concerned about sanitation 
and physical separation from the working class residents of the center. Elegant residential 
developments capitalized on these desires, most notably Colonia Cuauhtémoc and 
Colonia Juárez, developed alongside Reforma.29 These colonias, or neighborhoods, built 

                                                
27 This was decreed in 1856, but did not take place until after the expulsion of the French and Emperor 

Maximilian in 1867. 
28 On this, see Jan Bazant, Alienation of church wealth in Mexico: Social and Economic Aspects of the 

Liberal Revolution, 1856-1875. Cambridge Latin American Studies, v. 11. Cambridge: University Press, 
1971. And María Dolores Morales, “Casas y viviendas de la Ciudad de México: espejos de las 
transformaciones urbanas 1848-1882” in Gustavo Garza and Programa de Intercambio Científico y 
Capacitación Técnica, eds. Atlas De La Ciudad De México. Mexico City: Departamento del Distrito 
Federal  : El Colegio de México, 1987, 72. 

29 Private companies built headquarters along Reforma beginning around this time, another pattern 
that persisted into the 1950s and beyond. This created a model of dual power centers: the historic 
downtown, location of the cathedral and government buildings and corporate office buildings in newer 
parts of the city, in this case around Reforma, in particular at the intersection with Insurgentes. On Reforma 
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by private companies in collusion with city officials, were the first to benefit from new 
sewer and drainage systems, delivery of water and other urban services, making them 
much cleaner than the center city. The word colonia, which likely came into use around 
this time, refers to urban neighborhoods.30 “Official” colonias were neighborhoods within 
the city recognized by the municipal government that fulfilled the regulations for urban 
services spelled out in the 1903 Sanitary Code, such as water systems, sewers, and public 
streets.  

Between 1880 and 1910, a wave of settlement brought elite families out of the 
centro, with residential developments expanding further into the west and southwest of 
the city. Infrastructure, transit and service improvements in the center during the 
Porfiriato contributed to further specialization, and the center increasingly became a 
destination for work and commerce. Electric tramways replaced mule-drawn trams in 
1896 and the transportation network connected new neighborhoods to the city center (and 
to train stations serving outlying areas and the provinces), exacerbating the pattern of 
class segregation as poor residents and the wealthy increasingly lived in separate areas.31 
Even as elites left the close, narrow streets and decrepit structures of the traditional center 
to settle in the new colonias with open boulevards and municipal services, however, the 
centro remained the focus of community life, commerce, and politics, idealized as a place 
of history and civilization, with grand institutions of government, church, and elite social, 
cultural, and commercial establishments. Despite this outflow, land prices in the center 
rose as the area increasingly became financial and commercial in character, pushing 
many poor residents towards the east.32 Suburbs in the south and west catered to monied 
capitalinos, while urban workers, their families, and new migrants to the city either 
remained in the center or moved to the eastern and northeastern regions.33  

                                                                                                                                            
see Jorge H. Jiménez Muñoz, La traza del poder: historia de la política y los negocios urbanos en el 
Distrito Federal: De sus orígenes a la desaparición del Ayuntamiento (1824-1928). México, D.F.: 
Secretaría de Cultura del Gobierno del Distrito Federal: Universidad Autónoma de la Ciudad de México, 
2012; and Barbara Tenenbaum, “Streetwise History: The Paseo de la Reforma and the Porfirian State, 
1876-1910” in William H. Beezley, Cheryl English Martin, and William E French. Rituals of rule, rituals 
of resistance: public celebrations and popular culture in Mexico. Wilmington: SR Books, 1994. 

30 Colonia is similar to the English word neighborhood, but serves a more formal purpose in Mexico 
City, for example today it is used as an essential part of residential addresses. 

31 On transportation see Diane E. Davis, Urban Leviathan: Mexico City in the Twentieth Century. 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994. The class segregation of the city was a major aspect of urban 
design. See Lear, Piccato, and Patrice Elizabeth Olsen, Artifacts of Revolution: Architecture, Society, and 
Politics in Mexico City, 1920-1940. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008. Olsen argues that the class 
segregation was fundamental to the design of the postrevolutionary city. 

32 The land in the east was undesirable because of its proximity to Lake Texcoco, with its soft soil and 
susceptibility to flooding, both major problems in the capital since the colonial period. Lear writes: “High 
rents and deliberate policies of demolition pushed many workers and urban poor from the core downtown 
area to a dense fringe of tenements nearby and to working-class and poor neighborhoods on the southern 
and eastern edges of the city.” In 1902, Paseo de la Reforma was widened and suburbs began to spread 
towards the southeast. Emilio Dondé, the architect in charge of the street plan, also oversaw the parceling 
of the Condesa neighborhood. 

33 Early expansion to city-recognized residential areas during the Porfiriato included the 
neighborhoods Roma, Condesa, Juárez, San Rafael, Santa María, and Guerrero, all with urban 
infrastructure and services. The workers neighborhoods Colonia Obrera, La Bolsa, and Tepito were also 
formed during this period. See Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects: Crime in Mexico City, 1900-1931. Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2001, 39. 
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Housing workers  
As of 1895, about one third of the city’s three hundred thirty thousand inhabitants 

lived in vecindades, a proportion that increased along with the flow of rural to urban 
migration.34 Vecindades began as converted colonial patio homes (such as in the first 
image below) that had previously housed large elite families and their servants. While in 
the first half of the nineteenth century large colonial buildings had been divided among 
families of different classes, by the end of the century many elite families left their homes 
in the centro. As a result, numerous buildings fell into disrepair and outright neglect.35 As 
these families sought distance from the consequences of multi-class living, the situation 
in the center worsened, especially in terms of crowding and decay within old buildings 
and aging or lacking urban infrastructure. Once they were divided into small units, 
vecindades consisted of a partly covered central patio, where food was prepared and 
where water, washbasins and toilets were located. Primarily two-story buildings with an 
internal stairway and walkway on the second level, most vecindades contained single-
room apartments (sometimes two connecting rooms) surrounding the patio with up to ten 
people per room.  

Housing in the city was scarce. Landlords charged high rents without adequately 
maintaining buildings, and both landlords and government representatives (including the 
police) seldom ventured into working class residences.36 As vecindades in the centro 
began to be demolished during the first decades of the twentieth century, new buildings 
were constructed specifically to function as vecindades (rather than being converted to 
multi-family use) in areas to the east of the Zócalo and in the southeast around the La 
Merced market and the Plaza Tepito.37 Urban workers and new migrants to the city had 
few options within the city. Inns in the centro, which had large communal rooms for 
sleeping and no other amenities, were rented by day, and shabby temporary housing 
along the lines of flop houses was also available. But the vecindades, along with the 
colonias populares on the outskirts of the city, continued to provide most of the housing 
for workers in the capital. Both were largely ignored by urban policy.  

During the 1920s and 1930s, vecindades became the subject of a number of 
reports and exposés, playing a role similar to that of tenements as a material symbol of 
urban poverty in the industrial cities of the eastern and mid-western United States in the 
1890s. And, as we will see in later chapters, the vecindad retained a powerful symbolism 
as the archetypical home and community center of the urban poor. For policymakers and 
architects through the 1960s, the vecindad also remained a symbol of unsanitary 
conditions and the lack of modernity of the popular classes.38  

                                                
34 Lear, 36. 
35 Lear notes that many of the city’s wealthiest families continued to own these buildings once they 

lived in the suburbs, becoming essentially slumlords, as they let the homes fall into miserable conditions 
but still collected rent, given the shortage of housing and growing population of workers who sought to live 
in the center near places of employment. 

36 Piccato, 27. 
37 For a description of the evolution of housing types in Mexico City, see Horacio Sánchez, La 

Vivienda y la Ciudad de México: Génesis de la tipología moderna. México, D.F.: Universidad Autónoma 
Metropolitana-Xochimilco, División de Ciencias y Artes para el Diseño, 2006. 

38 See Erica Berra Stoppa, “La expansión de la ciudad de México y los conflictos urbanos: 1900-
1930.” Centro de Estudios Históricos, El Colegio de México, 1982 on the demolition of vecindades in poor 
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Overcrowding the Mexico City vecindad “Las Inditas.” 
From the Memoria de Labores of the DDF, 1933-34. 

This image shows families gathered in the central patio of the vecindad, where washing, cooking, 
socializing and bathing took place. This is most likely a typical converted colonial building with rooms for 
lodging around the patio on the ground floor as well as the second story, which also has an exterior hallway 

with an archway typical of colonial period architecture. Because the vecindad housed large families 
(typically around ten people) in one or two small rooms, much of a family’s home life was spent in the 

shared patio. 
 
 

                                                                                                                                            
conditions, etc. The Mexican vecindad was later made famous around the Spanish-speaking world in the 
Mexican sitcom El Chavo del Ocho, was the archetypical home of the urban poor. El Chavo, a show that 
revolved around a poor orphan and his neighborhood friends, was staged primarily in the central patio of a 
vecindad and a school classroom. The show aired from 1970 through the early 1990s and in syndication 
ever since. It would be hard to underestimate the popularity and iconic status of the show within and 
beyond Mexico. The vecindad was also the principal setting of the ethnography The Children of Sánchez 
written by Oscar Lewis, which formed the basis for his theories about the culture of poverty. Four of the 
five families Lewis chronicled lived in vecindades in Tepito, a working class area to the east of the Zócalo. 
The prototypical resident of the vecindad was an urban working class Mexican along the lines of Samuel 
Ramos’s pelado, on this see Samuel Ramos, Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico (trans., Peter G. Earle). 
Austin: University of Texas Press, 1964 as well as the work of Carlos Monsiváis. 
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Open sewer between two Mexico City vecindades in a neighborhood to the east of the Zócalo near the 
Merced Market. From the Memoria de Labores of the DDF, 1933-34. These buildings were likely built as 

vecindades as each dwelling has an entrance to the street. 

Porfirian planners take on the city  
Under the credo “Order and Progress,” Porfirio Díaz (1876-1910), the 

authoritarian leader overthrown by the 1910 revolution, pursued major programs of 
modernization, industrialization and urban planning. The so-called “pax porfiriana,” the 
detente between liberals and conservatives under Díaz, allowed greater investment of 
time and money in large-scale projects like public monuments and infrastructure. Díaz 
oversaw the development of an extensive railroad system, which, like many advances of 
the period, was supported by foreign investment. The city itself was transformed by the 
manufacture of consumer goods and investment in public works and urban 
beautification.39 Porfirian development signaled a shift away from extractive industries as 
the center of the economy, and functioned as a foundation for subsequent urban growth, 
bringing an increase in urban jobs and hastening the decline of small-scale rural 
agriculture, further accelerating population growth in the city. Urban improvement 
projects sought to create a modern and hygienic city within the traza, in accordance with 
the latest scientific trends and urban planning doctrines.  

                                                
39 See Beatty. Increasingly after 1890, investors put money into (relatively) large-scale, modern, 

mechanized manufacturing facilities in Monterrey, Torreón, Querétaro, León, Guadalajara, Puebla, 
Orizaba, Aguascalientes and especially the DF. Beatty writes: “By 1910 domestic industry had made a 
profound and durable mark on the country’s economic and social landscape” (3). The new manufacturing 
base employed about 10% of the labor force in 1910 and contributed about 10-12% to the national 
economy. 
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Urban policies targeted conditions in the centro, focusing on the ideals of order, 
beauty and harmony.40 As one observer noted, Díaz attempted to “take the city of mud he 
acquired, and leave a city of marble.”41 New monuments were erected, a water 
distribution system was installed, a sewer system replaced open street sewers downtown, 
and streets were paved and widened. Hotels and department stores, theaters and cinemas 
were built, making Mexico City more and more like the European capitals Porfirian elites 
sought to emulate. These same elites increasingly considered the conditions of the urban 
working class dangerous as theories about disease and immoral behavior reverberated in 
urban society. Promiscuity was a particular concern and legislation was passed in an 
attempt to expel those deemed unclean, unsightly and morally deviant from the urban 
center.42  

Porfirian planners had long been focused on 1910 as a watershed year marking 
both the centennial of independence and the arrival of Mexico as a modern country. An 
epic celebration was planned in the capital with the inauguration of urban planning 
initiatives and public works projects: hydraulic works, a modern mental hospital, the 
national penitentiary, the national university, and other government buildings.43 “Never 
before,” writes the historian Mauricio Tenorio, “had the city been so radically and 
profusely embellished and transformed in such a short span of time.”44 The event was a 
celebration of the state’s control over and vision for the city, as a demonstration of 
modernization and a means for catalyzing capitalist development and foreign investment.  
As Tenorio demonstrates, the centennial celebrated a specifically Porfirian notion of 
nationalism and modernity: the ideals of comfort, cosmopolitanism, material progress, 
and nationalism were constantly invoked.45 Porfirian designers claimed that the poor 
would be inspired by the modern conditions of their city as a symbol of national progress. 
The new civic monuments, it was hoped, would educate popular capitalinos about the 
importance of history and the grandeur of the modern state.46  

                                                
40 See Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo, “1910 Mexico City: Space and Nation in the City of the Centenario.” 

Journal of Latin American Studies 28, no. 1 (February 1996): 75–104. And see Piccato, 21-26 on the 
blurring of these divisions in practice and the failure of the Porfirian ideal of an ordered city. In 1902, the 
Corporación Municipal Metropolitana created the Comisión de Mejoras y Embellecimiento, with the 
architects Guillermo de Heredia and Nicolás Mariscal and the engineer Miguel Ángel de Quevedo. 

41 Lear, 16 (fn 2). 
42 On promiscuity see Katherine Elaine Bliss, Compromised Positions: Prostitution, Public Health, 

and Gender Politics in Revolutionary Mexico City. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2001.  

43 For more on this period, see Michael Johns, The City of Mexico in the Age of Díaz. 1st ed. Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1997. Tenorio notes that Porfirian planners had been planning some kind of 
celebration for a long time, perhaps the hosting of a worlds fair or other exhibition and many of the public 
works and infrastructure projects were based around this timeline. 

44 Tenorio, 78. 
45 Tenorio argues that the city was idealized as the embodiment of the modern ideal at the turn of the 

century, evidence of “economic progress and cultural greatness” and also ideally “sanitary, comfortable and 
beautiful.” Tenorio, 79. 

46 The Angel de la Independencia on Reforma, the Monument to Juárez in the Alameda, and the 
Monument to Independence Heroes at the National Palace were all inaugurated at the Centennial 
celebration. 
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Commemorative archway at the centennial festival, 1910. Note the lettering on the archway made up of 
electric lights. The archway was adored with two Mexican flags with an eagle perched on a nopal cactus 

with a snake in its mouth, Mexico’s national symbol, and a portrait at the center, likely of Díaz. These icons 
were juxtaposed with a lion at the bottom and groupings of international flags, probably a welcoming 

gesture to the Centennial’s many foreign visitors. This wide tree-lined street, Orizaba, runs from Avenida 
Reforma near the intersection with Insurgentes to the Plaza Rio de Janeiro (visible in the background) and 

through the Colonia Roma, a neighborhood in the southwest adjacent to Colonia Condesa.  
 

These beautification efforts, however, were monuments to an unrealized ideal. In 
reality, the city was plagued by overcrowding, congested by traffic of all kinds, prone to 
constant flooding, and marked by dubious hygiene.  Despite all the activity of Porfirian 
planners, even within the centro there were still many streets with open sewers and 
numerous homes were crumbling, and without running water, electricity or drainage. 
Since “modernization” was primarily confined to the traza and the area along the Paseo 
de la Reforma, conditions in other areas received little attention from urban planners.47 
Porfirian planners had embraced the monumental grandeur and civic pride of the City 
Beautiful movement; the Centennial, like the World’s Columbian Exposition, promoted 
an ideal city of the future. But these planners had little interest in the broader reform 
programs associated with that movement. For example, despite a lively discourse within 
transnational urban planning about the importance of open space and parks, especially for 
the sanitation and moral benefit of the working class, few parks were created outside elite 
neighborhoods. A public park in the workers’ neighborhood of Balbuena was one of very 
few examples.48  

                                                
47 For example, Chapultepec Park, along Avenida Reforma (the location of the Chapultepec Castle) 

was developed in part during this period. 
48 Tenorio notes that “the ideal city epitomized by the Centenario had no strong ‘bucolic’ content.” 

Tenorio 88. Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, the foremost conservationist advocated for open spaces, greenery 
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Porfirian architecture and planning were based on European styles and were 
intended primarily to benefit elites. Haussman’s vision of wide, tree-lined boulevards and 
elegant public buildings guided planning efforts and most buildings were designed in the 
Beaux-Arts style. This academic style, based on the teachings of the École des Beaux-
Arts in Paris, favored elaborate ornamentation, typically borrowing from French 
historical styles. With the goal of creating expansive interiors, the buildings often 
incorporated Greek and Roman forms such as arches, domes, and vaults. A series of 
“palatial” projects epitomized the grandiloquence of the Porfirian elite, including the 
Palacio Legislativo, the Palacio de Bellas Artes, and the Palacio de Correos.49 These 
buildings were decorated with an eclectic array of historicist borrowings, including 
Spanish Plateresque, Venetian Gothic, neo-Baroque Classicism, Central European 
Secessionism and even sculptural references to Napoleon III’s Second Empire.50 A 
number of buildings even included materials imported (at great expense) from Europe, 
such as steel from Paris and Carrara marble from Italy, and many were designed by 
foreign architects.51 These buildings were embellished with occasional decorative 
references to symbolic nationalism, stained glass windows depicting the Valley of 
Mexico’s iconic volcanoes, for example, or decorative motifs based on pre-Hispanic 
sources.  

Porfirian architecture was precisely what the postrevolutionary modernists would 
come to scorn and reject: it was historicist, ornamental and grand, massive and 
impractical. But, in many ways, these buildings were modern projects. Porfirian 
engineers designed modern institutions according to new, scientific thinking about nature, 
education, criminality, hygiene, and health. 52 These institutions were no longer designed 
around a central patio, as had been typical in Mexico, but followed a pavilion model 
derived from European influence. Even before the revolution, then, planners and 
politicians promoted modern projects based on new ideas about health and hygiene 
through the use of novel architectural forms. And, they were engaged in transnational 
discourse about both the forms and the changing thinking behind them. Many of the 
Porfirian engineers and a group of elite technocrats called the científicos were positivists, 
they believed the social world, like the scientific one, operated according to a set of 
universal laws, which could be imposed from above. The architecture and public works 
projects of the period endeavored to order and reform the city under these precepts.  

                                                                                                                                            
and the preservation of the natural environment, and while he was involved in a number of major Porfirian 
projects, it seems his views were in the minority. Cites here. 

49 Enrique X. de Anda, Historia de La Arquitectura Mexicana. Barcelona: Gustavo Gili, 2006, 160-
61. Many of the new institutions were located around the Alameda Park on land that had belonged to 
religious institutions made available through Reform laws. 

50 James Oles, Art and Architecture in Mexico. World of Art. London: Thames & Hudson, 2013, 213.  
51 These included: the Teatro Nacional (1904-16) and the Oficina de Correos (1902-06) designed by 

the Italian architect Adamo Boari, the Secretaría de Comunicaciones y Obras Públicas (1902-11) built by 
Silvio Contri, also from Italy, and the Palacio Legislativo designed (but not completed) by Émile Bénard, 
who was French (this eventually became the Monument to the Revolution). 

52 Most Porfirian institutions, public works, infrastructure projects, and monuments were the work of 
engineers, not architects. Many of these engineers worked closely within the Porfirian government, 
including various cabinet members and Díaz’s own son was an engineer (de Anda, 152). This animosity 
may explain why older architects reacted so strongly to the functionalists’ embrace of engineering as an 
aspect of architecture, addressed in the next chapter. 
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Porfirian officials were obsessed with hygiene as an overall concern for the city 
and as a matter in which to instruct the poor. For example, the Centennial featured a 
hygiene exhibition promoting the idea that exposure to modern science would teach the 
popular classes to improve their hygiene.53 Tenorio argues that “the greatest advance of 
hygienic theory” on display at the exhibition “was to make hygiene a concern of the state, 
beyond the common distinction between the public and private realms.”54 The health and 
wellbeing of Mexico City’s residents was, even before the revolution, defined as an 
aspect of national development, an integral aspect of modernization and the advance of 
science and intimately related to the concept of urbanization as a means of social 
development.  

Pacts and Promises: The Constitution as a Limit to the State’s Role in Housing 
In 1915, in the midst of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920), leaders of the 

Constitutionalists, a coalition of Mexico City-based political elites, called on members of 
the radical Casa del Obrero Mundial (loosely translated, The Workers of the World) as 
allies against the forces of Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa. The anarcho-syndicalist 
Casa leaders agreed to ally with the Constitutionalists, organizing the famous Red 
Battalions, which successfully defended the capital. Since then, these fighting units have 
become an enduring symbol of the partnership between radical workers and the state. In 
exchange for their cooperation, the Casa demanded concessions from the revolutionary 
coalition. But their demands were not focused solely on workplace issues; they also asked 
the Constitutionalists to build workers’ neighborhoods, “to provide shelter (refugio) for 
the families of workers who have taken up arms or have, in other ways, made clear their 
commitment to the Constitutionalist cause.”55  

Throughout the postrevolutionary period, housing and urban service demands 
would come to play an important role in the volatile alliance between organized labor and 
the ruling party.56 Like the members of the Casa, urban laborers from different sectors did 
not necessarily share common workplace concerns, so demands based on urban 
conditions were central to negotiations. In 1917, the new Constitution made bold 
promises for labor, which had been virtually unregulated during the Porfiriato. The 
celebrated Article 123 proposed radical changes in labor legislation: the right to organize 

                                                
53 On world’s fairs and exhibitions see, for example, Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, 

Theory, Politics. Culture: Policies and Politics. London: Routledge, 1995. 
54 Tenorio, 93. 
55 Cited in Morales Jiménez, Alberto. La Casa Del Obrero Mundial: Ensayo Histórico. Biblioteca Del 

Instituto Nacional de Estudios Históricos de La Revolución Mexicana 90. México: Biblioteca del Instituto 
Nacional de Estudios Históricos de la Revolución Mexicana, 1982, 75. On the Casa, see Anna Ribera 
Carbó, La Casa del Obrero Mundial: Anarchosindicalismo y revolución en México. The urban workers 
allied with the Casa were sympathetic to the Constitutionalists in part because of their shared enemies: 
foreign capitalists supported by the Díaz regime and the rural forces invading the city from the south, in 
particular those associated with the peasant groups of Emiliano Zapata. The Red Battalions were six 
military units that defended the city from outside attacks, especially from the rural forces of Zapata in the 
south. The 8th clause of the pact reads: “El Gobierno Constitucionalista fundará, en caso de ser necesario, 
colonias obreras en las zonas que tenga dominadas, para que sirvan de refugio a las familias de los obreros 
que hayan tomado las armas o que en otra forma práctica hayan manifestado su adhesión a la causa 
constitucionalista.”  

56 See Davis. 
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unions and strikes, the obligation of employers to meet fair labor standards, and a system 
of arbitration boards for labor disputes that included representatives of employers, 
workers’ groups, and the state.  

Article 123 included a section addressing the housing shortage, which was framed 
as a problem explicitly tied to labor. Section XXI required companies in urban areas with 
more than one hundred employees to provide “clean and comfortable” housing for their 
workers.57 The constitution, however, included no mechanism to enforce this obligation 
and spelled out no specific means by which it was to be completed, in practice leaving 
worker housing a matter of negotiation between individual unions and employers.58 
National housing policy in the decades after the revolution was almost non-existent.  

While this promise had minimal impact in terms of employer-built worker 
housing, it established the federal government as an intermediary, not the provider of 
worker housing. In fact, the relationship between workers and the federal government 
more generally was limited during the 1920s. It was not until the passage of the Federal 
Labor Law in 1931 (fourteen years after the constitution) that the federal government had 
authority over labor in any real sense. When this came to pass, President Pascual Ortiz 
Rubio (1930-32) proclaimed that federal control over labor law both affirmed the 
accomplishments of the workers’ movement and established industry and production as 
the social and economic foundation of national progress. The new law, he claimed, would 
“contribute to the betterment of the working classes,” in particular their capacity as 
consumers (capacidad adquisitiva). This was, he said, a “state of things more in keeping 
with our prevailing principles and more in accordance with the tendency of progressive 
development of our economy.”59 With these words, the President linked worker 
wellbeing to national economic development and the centralization of power under the 
executive, a tripartite relationship that would be strengthened in the coming decades.  

The Casa members had proven their loyalty to revolutionary elites by fighting in 
the Red Battalions to protect the city against attack. As we will see, the political loyalty 
and economic power of the ascendant urban middle class would come to replace the 
loyalty of the Casa members as the symbolic hope for the future of Mexico rooted in 
organized labor. After 1940 urban workers would become important symbols of national 
economic (and cultural) development in a relationship with business that was overseen by 
the state. The constitutional obligation put the onus of providing worker housing squarely 
on employers, with the state acting as mediator in this labor issue. This relationship 
limited the role of the state, and perhaps the claims of workers, who otherwise might 
have organized broadly to claim their constitutional right to housing.  

                                                
57 While rural employers were required to provide housing along with schools, hospitals and other 

services that are necessary for a community, urban employers with more than one hundred workers were 
required only to provide housing. 

58 Of Article 123, Lear writes, “At the same time that the constitution assured tutelary state role 
toward labor, its wording and the institutional mechanisms it provided for were cautious warnings to 
workers against any activities that might threaten public order or challenge the social equilibrium to be 
carefully administered by the postrevolutionary government.” Carranza wasn’t necessarily in favor of all 
the articles in the constitution. See Kevin J. Middlebrook, The Paradox of Revolution: Labor, the State, and 
Authoritarianism in Mexico. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995, 20-29 on revolutionary 
political ideals, organized labor, and the state.  

59 Pascual Ortiz Rubio, “Al abrir el Congreso sus sesiones ordinarias el 1º de septiembre de 1931.” 
México a través de los informes presidenciales, 245. 
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The revolution and urban change  
After the revolution, Mexico City was surrounded by sparsely settled rural 

communities on haciendas and indigenous villages. The permanently settled area of the 
city remained small, but grew at a steady pace, a situation Tenorio likens to frontier 
expansion.60 And, expand it did. The city grew exponentially in both size and population. 
By 1921, there were over 600,000 residents in the capital, an 80% increase since the turn 
of the century. The center became more crowded and new neighborhoods began to grow 
all around the periphery as settlement and urbanization patterns that began before the 
Revolution accelerated.  

Porfirian urban regulations had focused on beautifying the center, widening 
central avenues, and maintaining the separation of elite residents from the inconveniences 
of urban life. Urban social reform projects had emphasized scientific methods, 
segregation, classification, hygiene and morality. After the revolution, architects and 
municipal officials used many of these same strategies, mobilizing modern technology 
and scientific expertise to improve transportation and circulation, sanitation and public 
works. But the city’s new protagonists promised to improve urban conditions for all 
residents and began to critique the lack of planning in the city and its uncontrolled 
growth. For the first time, these projects sought to address the wellbeing of Mexican 
society as a whole.  

The revolution created a major shift in the intent and scope of urban policies. The 
coalition of Sonoran generals that led national politics had divergent views and distinct 
political styles, but the post-revolutionary presidents “broadly agreed on the need for a 
different type of modernization than that propagated by the Porfirians,” one that “put all 
Mexicans on an equal legal footing and eliminated the grossest of abuses that the wealthy 
had inflicted on the poor.”61 Architects, municipal politicians, and residents increasingly 
made claims on the new government to improve the living conditions in the city, and the 
drive to more effectively urbanize the capital (that is, pave streets and install sewers, 
drainage, and water infrastructure) was linked to social justice, the promises of the 
revolution and the rebuilding of the country in its aftermath.62 As the government 
increasingly attempted to control urban growth and describe the process of state-led 
industrial urbanization as the fulfillment of the revolutionary promise, architects became 
more integral to the urban and national political infrastructure.  

Throughout the 1920s, architects and planners took on the role of public 
intellectuals, writing opinion pieces and newspaper columns in all the major Mexico City 

                                                
60 Tenorio, 86. Unlike European and US cities of the period where the paving of wide boulevards and 

installation of modern infrastructure meant slum clearance and the relocation of large populations, 
61 Gilbert M. Joseph and Jürgen Buchenau, Mexico’s Once and Future Revolution: Social Upheaval 

and the Challenge of Rule Since the Late Nineteenth Century. Durham: Duke University Press, 2013, 105.  
62 Throughout this period and into the 1940s, attempts were made to organize neighbors and 

expropriate vecindades and urbanize fraccionamientos—see Jiménez Muñoz, 256-58. At first these were 
officially recognized and could petition for changes, but this system soon disappeared. A variety of worker 
and neighborhood groups petitioned for government support in settling colonias, but these efforts have left 
scant records, primarily in the form of seemingly unanswered inquiries to the executive and often the first 
lady. Olsen notes that the fact petitions were made directly to the president rather than municipal 
authorities, “indicates the results of restructuring political power in the Federal District,” a change which 
occurred in 1928, after which, “many people perceived that the actual power to govern the Federal District 
resided with the president, not his appointee.” Olsen, 223.  
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based periodicals, including a weekly Architecture Section in the newspaper Excelsior 
beginning in 1924.63 Modernist architects largely replaced the engineers of the Porfiriato 
within municipal and national governments, and architectural discourse often served as 
the basis of public policy. Reports on the deplorable conditions of the urban working 
class also began during this period, providing another impetus for change and advancing 
the idea that urban conditions were an issue of social justice. In 1920 the Department of 
Labor issued a statement describing the conditions of worker housing in the center city. 
“Within a few meters of the Zócalo” the statement read, “can be found houses in ruins 
where dozens of families sleep exposed to the weather or among hundreds of rats or 
decomposing vegetables.” The statement went on to note that “the majority of these ruins 
and centers of sickness are owned by wealthy and well-known people,” even naming a 
number of them, mostly members of the Porfirian elite.64  

Just as the post-revolutionary government had invested in roads, irrigation 
systems and railroads, argued Alfonso Pallares, an architect and contributor to the 
newspaper Excélsior, it should also assume responsibility for urban planning and 
infrastructure. 65 Pallares described modern and hygienic housing for the lower classes as 
a means to promote national reconstruction. Modern architects like Pallares, Horacio 
Sánchez argues, saw planning as “a tool to envision the development of the country, 
building on inclusive and totalizing visions against discrimination and exclusion,” a 
radical departure from the Porfirian model. 66 Pallares complained that schools, roads, and 
infrastructure projects had been completed, and money had been lavished on official 
monuments, but the government had ignored the question of rebuilding the city. The 
millions of pesos spent on civic architecture, which he disparagingly referred to as 
“government pomposity,” should have been spent, he argued, on what he called “urban 
architecture.”67 Urban issues, Pallares claimed, had been ignored by postrevolutionary 
leaders, who were “committing the most severe transgression and at the same time 
making obvious a complete lack of understanding of one of the most obvious resources 
for our culture and our well-being: architecture.”68  

                                                
63 See Rafael López Rangel, La Planificación y La Ciudad De México, 1900-1940. Azcapotzalco: 

Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, División de Ciencias y Artes para el Diseño, 1993, 50 for reprinted 
columns.  

64 Department of Labor Survey, 1920, AGN Ramo Trabajo, 320:11. Cited in Lear, 37. Beginning in 
1923, the architect Carlos Tarditti conducted a study of vecindades “with the purpose of understanding the 
way of life of our humble classes and how to improve it,” as described in Carlos Obregón Santacilia, 50 
Años De Arquitectura Mexicana (1900-1950). Colección Cultura Para Todos 15. México: Editorial Patria, 
1952, 65. 

65 At the same time, the new government created a host of modern institutions: the Bank of Mexico 
and the National Agricultural Credit Bank, the National Commission of Roads (General Juan Andreu 
Almazán was the director) and the National Commission of Irrigation to name just a few. 

66 Horacio Sánchez, La Vivienda y la Ciudad de México: Génesis de la tipología moderna. México, 
D.F.: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana-Xochimilco, División de Ciencias y Artes para el Diseño, 
2006, 122. 

67 Alfonso Pallares, “La arquitectura y la reconstrucción nacional” in Salvador Lizárraga Sánchez and 
Enrique X. de Anda, eds., Cultura arquitectónica de la modernidad Mexicana: Antología de textos, 1922-
1963. México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 2010, 
50. Originally published in Excélsior, sección de arquitectura, México, 10 October, 1926, 3. 

68 Pallares, 49. 
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As Pallares observed, despite the intense activity in residential construction (even 
causing shortages in construction supplies), there was little economic incentive to build 
housing for workers. The lack of opportunity for profit in the low-cost housing market, 
many argued, required government intervention to promote private sector investment in 
popular housing. Pallares suggested the government could have facilitated loans for 
equitable urban development or passed legislation to support private companies that 
would build houses for workers and the humble classes. While pleas for government 
action would continue into the following decades, Pallares was correct in noting the 
almost complete lack of any substantial plan for urban housing and planning during this 
period.69 

In 1925, Alberto J. Pani, a politician and civil engineer, published the book 
Hygiene in Mexico, which called Mexico City the most unhealthy city in the world.70 
How unhealthy a city is, Pani wrote, “depends principally on the urban environment,” 
which he understood as the result of human action.71 The most important factors in terms 
of this process of contamination, according to Pani, were “housing—of the same or 
greater importance in regard to health as nutrition—and public roads (la vía pública).” In 
introducing his readers to the new scientific thinking about hygiene, Pani argued that 
cleanliness in homes “is not just a matter of customs and habits of the inhabitants, but 
also of …material circumstances that allow or prohibit such a state of cleanliness.”72 In 
other words, the problem was not one of improving the morality of the working class, but 
rather of the state stepping in to improve urban living conditions. Pani listed among the 
needs of the urban poor: delivery of potable water, closed sewers, waste disposal, 
ventilation, light and architecture itself.  

Legislation and urbanization  
The revolution had caused major ruptures in social, political and economic life, 

only adding to the pace of urbanization in Mexico City through increased migration.73 
During the 1920s and the first years of the 1930s, the government took steps to codify 
urban policies and regulate growth. When General Álvaro Obregón took office in 1920, 
the federal government began to play a greater role in the regulation of urban space.74 In 
that year Congress passed the Regulations on Construction in the City of Mexico, the first 

                                                
69 For more on 1920s architectural styles and middle class building see Enrique X. de Anda, 

Arquitectura de la Revolución mexicana: Corrientes y estilos de la década de los veinte, México, IIE-
UNAM, 1990. 

70 Alberto J. Pani, La higiene en México. México: J. Ballescá, 1916, 19. Pani included scrupulous 
comparisons of the mortality rate of global cities. 

71 Pani, 26. 
72 Pani, 77. 
73 The urban poor suffered a great deal from shortages on basic supplies, etc., a situation that sparked 

protests and riots as well as a rent strike in which tenants demanded a 25% decrease in rents and the end of 
up-front deposits.  

74 María Soledad Cruz Rodríguez, Crecimiento urbano y procesos sociales en el Distrito Federal 
(1920-1928). México: UAM-Azcapotzalco, 1994, 123. Also see Alejandra Moreno Toscano, “A propósito 
del crecimiento anárquico” in Revista HABITACION, no. 23, Abril-Septiembre 1981. On Obregón and the 
10 million pesos for casas obreras see Moisés González Navarro, Población y sociedad en México (1900-
1970). México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1974, 198.  
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major postrevolutionary law related to urban housing.75 Issued by the Department of 
Public Works, the regulations followed the basic structure of the 1903 Porfirian Sanitary 
Code, specifying that new colonias could be admitted to the municipality when urban 
services and public streets were established within the guidelines set by the municipal 
government. These requirements included a street grid, drainage, the delivery of potable 
water and the paving of principal streets with no less than ten percent of the area 
dedicated to open space and the planting of trees.76 While the 1903 law had intended to 
prevent unsanitary conditions (such as those already existing in the center) in or near elite 
neighborhoods, the 1920 law presumably sought to protect urban residents from 
purchasing homes in new colonias without adequate services, a persistent problem even 
in upscale developments.77  

The 1920 law included one important change: the stipulation that the city must 
grant permission for development rather than grant new neighborhoods status as colonias 
post-facto.78 In other words, rather than allow (or encourage) the urbanization of already 
settled areas, the 1920 law required prior permission from the government for a 
neighborhood to become incorporated into the municipality. This attempt to control 
growth was balanced by special concessions for the construction of colonias populares 
and vecindades: five-year tax exemptions to private developers in exchange for building 
working class homes, three-year exemptions for middle class homes and just one or two 
years for the most expensive developments. These were but a minor incentive, however, 
for real estate developers to build housing for the popular classes—they could make 
much greater profits building expensive rental apartments and upscale developments, 
both of which flourished during this period. And during the same period, fiscal policy had 
focused on facilitating the conversion of abandoned or unused land for residential 
construction, without regard to cost. 

The postrevolutionary reforms were far from adequate to solve (or even address) 
the problems faced by the majority of Mexico City’s residents. The attempt to prevent 
development without urban services backfired. As a result of these ineffective policies, 
the unofficial colonias populares in the outer areas of the city were further neglected and 
basic services like sewers, drainage, potable water, and paved streets were never 
developed.  There were no tax exemptions for building in these unofficial colonias and 
there was no government policy capable of ensuring that these services would ever be 
provided. Housing stock for workers remained scarce and the law only made the building 
of official working class neighborhoods less lucrative compared to elite developments.79 

                                                
75 The preliminary study for the law had begun in the immediate aftermath of the revolution, 

undertaken by the architect José González Pacheco.  
76 Jiménez Muñoz, 34-35.  
77 A 1875 law guided the planning of colonias, specifically encouraging the conversion of haciendas 

and rural land to developments of single family homes with a five year tax credit, According to Cruz 
Rodríguez (119), this created chaos and an abundance of neighborhoods without services, which soon 
became slums like la Bolsa and Santa Julia. The 1903 law was intended to replace this chaos, requiring a 
contract with the city to develop neighborhoods to approve the street plan.  

78 See Jiménez Muñoz, 203-04 and Cruz Rodríguez, 118-19. See also López Rangel, 49-51. The law 
was replaced in 1924 with stricter legislation, in response to demands from urban residents for better 
conditions , See Cruz Rodríguez, 128-29. 

79 In 1921 Álvaro Obregón, passed a series of decrees to promote the construction of rental housing 
and prevent the persistence of empty lots within the city where squatters might settle. These measures were 
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Real estate developers were responsible for urbanizing new residential settlements, 
building roads and infrastructure for potable water, sewage and drainage.80 Because of 
this, developers invested their own capital and often worked as contractors. And, since 
developers only invested where profits were best, most colonias populares lacked these 
services. 

Despite the extensive debates and oft-repeated promises about the responsibility 
of the post-revolutionary government, throughout the 1920s and 1930s attempts to 
regulate the provision of urban services were ineffective, tax exemptions favored 
increased development of new upscale colonias, and the government was not able to 
enforce the obligation of developers or to stop unofficial development. And, nothing was 
done to encourage or enforce the constitutional obligation of employers to build housing 
for their workers. Mexico City’s urban development would be marked by these conflicts 
for the rest of the twentieth century, as the government sought to control growth and 
citizens demanded urban services and settled outside official neighborhoods.81 The 
discrepancy between the speed of urbanization and the speed of settlement only increased 
as the population grew. 

Thus despite the change in discourse in the 1920s, the pattern of urban 
development after the revolution perpetuated or perhaps worsened social inequality and 
segregation in the city. María Soledad Cruz Rodríguez argues that the revolution did little 
to alter patterns of growth and distribution of power in the city. She notes, for example, 
that “administratively and legally, the colonias without urban services were totally 
ignored; they were considered outside the city and didn’t even appear on official maps.”82 
In 1930, the municipal government issued a report on the status of urbanization, finding 
that an area of fourteen square miles was made up of neighborhoods with lacking or 
nonexistent urban services.83  

Housing for modern elites 
Developers, architects, and municipal policymakers focused on the new elite 

colonias such as those in the south and southwest of the city. By the 1920s, these upper 
class residential areas boasted paved roads, electricity, railroad and tram service, as well 

                                                                                                                                            
also ineffective, and urban residents organized a major rent strike in 1922. On the strike see Erica Berra 
“Estoy en huelga y no pago renta,” México, Revista Habitación, número 1, 1981, 33-39, 1981. Cited in 
Cruz, Crecimiento Urbano, 15. Also see La expansión de la Ciudad de México y los conflictos urbanos 
1900-1930. México: El Colegio de México. 1982. Berra argues that the strikes, which took place in 
Veracruz and Mexico City among workers, artisans and the unemployed and homeless, were related to the 
shifting alliances and consolidation of support for Carranza. See Alvaro Obregón, Informe rendido al h. 
Congreso de la Unión. México: Imprenta del Diario Oficial, 1924, 646. 

80 María Dolores Morales Martínez, “La expansion de la Ciudad de México (1858-1910), in Garza, et 
al, Atlas de la Ciudad de México, 65. 

81 Cruz Rodríguez, 128.  
82 Cruz Rodríguez, 131. Olsen suggests that inequality worsened after the revolution. 
83 This did not include urbanized areas outside the contiguous colonias and fraccionamientos like 

Xochimilco, Iztapalapa, Ixtacalco, etc. Cited in Jiménez Muñoz, 250-51. The report is reproduced, not as 
comprehensive as it sounds. To the west and northwest, Tlaxpana and Santo Tomás become colonias, 
uniting the city with Tacbua. San Álvaro and El Imparcial unite the city with Azcapotzalco, and to the 
north and northeast Peralvillo and Chopo are created. To the north east new workers neighborhoods are 
Romero Rubio and Scheibe, and to the south colonias poplars el Cuartelito and La Viga. 
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as parks and wide boulevards. The revolution had done little to disrupt the development 
of the high-end urban real estate market; development of new residential neighborhoods 
was often in the hands of the same Porfirian elites who had owned real estate before the 
revolution.84 Residential development primarily followed two models. Upper middle-
class multi-family apartments were built in modern styles based on Art Deco and Art 
Nouveau, and more exclusive single-family homes (with lots measuring over one 
thousand square meters) tended to more heavily embellished styles like the California 
Colonial.85 The former was exemplified by Colonia Hipódromo Condesa, planned in 
1925, the latter in Chapultepec Heights, an area developed in 1921 (later called Lomas de 
Chapultepec). 

Condesa and Chapultepec Heights were designed by José Luis Cuevas 
Pietrasanta, an architect who had traveled to Europe both to attend meetings of the CIAM 
and to study with Raymond Unwin.86 Unwin was a promoter of Ebenezer Howard’s 
Garden City model, the decongestion of crowded cities through the building of small 
communities with open space and greenery, a “third way” between city and rural life, 
carefully planned but not on a rectilinear grid. These neighborhoods were planned around 
closed circuits rather than focusing on a central boulevard like Reforma and included an 
emphasis on green space—Hipódromo Condesa was built around a former race track that 
was transformed into a park and Chapultepec Heights was promoted as the first Garden 
City project in Mexico, built alongside the eponymous park, taking advantage of 
topography and curves within a closed circulation and a major boulevard adorned with 
decorative fountains.87 Previously, urban residential developments had been based on 
uniform lots organized by a grid system, but Cuevas Pietrasanta planned the new 
neighborhoods with streets that were intended to look organic, often with curvilinear 
roadways. The infrastructure for water, drainage, public electricity, paved roads, and 
central services like markets and schools were included in the planning, another 
innovation as these became more important to urban life.88 While the majority of Mexico 
City’s residents could not afford to live in these neighborhoods, they would become a 
model for the development of colonias obreras in future decades. 

                                                
84 See Olsen and Sánchez. 
85 In Condesa, Juan Segura Edificio Ermita, Lux. For more on Condesa, especially financing, see 

Pallares, “La Belleza como valor económico,” Excelsior, 4 septiembre 1927, p. 4, 3a sección (cited in 
Ramón Vargas Salguero and J. Victor Arias Montes. Ideario de los arquitectos mexicanos. México, D.F.: 
Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes y Literatura, 153). Other styles in Chapultepec Heights included the 
Hollywood and Mission styles—the differences are not important for us, they are highly embellished new 
styles based on quasi-local decorative motifs intended to announce the grandeur of the residences within. 
Olsen notes that architectural styles were used to reference class distinction and the flourishing of a variety 
of styles contributed to that tendency, evidence of the deep divisions that were similar to the Porfiriato.  

86 García Cortés, Adrián. La Reforma Urbana de México. México: Bay Gráfica y Ediciones, 1972, 15. 
Unwin wrote the influential book Town Planning in Practice: An Introduction to the Art of Designing 
Cities and Suburbs in 1909. 

87 Vargas Salguero, 151: the development was promoted by the Mexican International Trust. José Luis 
Cuevas wrote an article about it in Excélsior, 19 junio 1925. 

88 On Condesa see Alfonso Pallares, “Lo que significa el fraccionamiento del Hipódromo de La 
Condesa” in Salvador Lizárraga Sánchez and Enrique X. de Anda, eds., Cultura Arquitectónica de La 
Modernidad Mexicana: Antología de Textos, 1922-1963. México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México, Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 2010. Originally published in Excélsior, sección de 
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Chapultepec Heights, from the air and in advertising 

 
   

 
Mexicana Aerofoto, Hipódromo de la Condesa, 1940s. 

 
Real estate speculation and the commodification of living space grew at pace with 

the planning and modernization of the city. Neighborhoods like Condesa were a symbol 
of modern living. Along with modern amenities and services came advertisements that 
promoted the new middle-class and elite colonias as a new way of living in the city. 
Modern infrastructure for urban services was easier to extend to new colonias and in new 
buildings, compared to the effort that it took to update colonial or nineteenth-century 
structures and eventually, efficiencies of scale and the planning of new neighborhoods 
allowed real estate developers to make new technologies available to the middle class. 
Modern apartment buildings had external decorations based on art deco styles. New 
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buildings also boasted modern layouts within the apartments, even including garages.89 
The modern apartment emphasized the efficient location of bedrooms, kitchen and 
bathrooms, enabled by technological developments and service improvements, including 
electric ranges, modern sewer lines, electrification, and access to potable water. 90 In 
multi-family units, corner windows were a popular style, satisfying the new emphasis on 
light-filled spaces, and roofs began to be utilized as a dedicated area for washing and 
hanging clothes as well as rooms for domestic servants.91 As Vargas Salguero notes, 
these apartment buildings emphasized the amenities and elegance of modern life.92  

 

          
 

Modern apartment buildings in Condesa 

Governing the City  
In 1928 Álvaro Obregón, then a former president running for a second, non-

contiguous term, orchestrated the drafting of the new Federal District Constitution.93 As 
president between 1920 and 1924, Obregón had been frustrated by the complicated 
municipal structure of Mexico City. The municipalities had suffered budget problems and 
had been plagued by financial troubles since their inception in 1917, and the political 
process had been burdensome and fraught with quarrels. Urban politics often led to 
gridlock and infighting even when local leaders ostensibly had shared interests and 
supported the same national political figures. As part of his re-election campaign in 1928, 
Obregón proposed an end to the municipal system, in which local government had been 

                                                
89 Vargas Salguero, 146. 
90 Vargas Salguero, 207, fn 75. 
91 The space was now allocated on the roof of buildings, which replaced interior patios for this 

function. 
92 Vargas Salguero, 208. 
93 The Constitution was approved shortly after Obregón was assassinated (after being elected but 

before taking office). 
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democratically elected.94 The new Constitution radically altered the administrative 
structure of the Federal District, creating the Departamento del Distrito Federal (the 
Department of the Federal District, or DDF) directly under the executive, who would 
appoint not only the mayor (which had been the case since the revolution), but also the 
leaders of the municipal districts, now called delegations.95  

While the motives for this change were first and foremost political, the new 
Constitution was also part of a larger attempt to streamline decision-making in the 
Federal District and improve the ability of the government to address urban issues and 
city management. In addition to granting presidential oversight in urban matters, the new 
Constitution also laid out the responsibilities of the municipal government to “attempt to 
improve the hygiene and health of the urban environment” and establish the regulations 
related to planning and urbanization.96 These included predictable functions such as 
overseeing markets, granting and distributing potable water, providing electricity and 
regulating transit.97  

But the Constitution also did something new. For the first time, it explicitly listed 
among the responsibilities of the municipal government, “to promote the construction of 
hygienic homes intended for housing the humble classes, through the payment of a 
modest rent, and to dictate the necessary means to resolve the problem of affordable 
housing.”98 At least on paper, the city government promised to address the housing crisis. 
As we will see in the next chapter, the first major attempts to deal with the city’s housing 
problem were sponsored by the municipal government, but the organization and 
institutional culture remained fractured and disorganized. This lack of a unified agency or 
institutional framework for housing policy would stymie efforts to implement a cohesive 
plan for worker housing over the next decades, both at the municipal and the federal 
level. 

After the assassination of Obregón in 1928, political instability in the Federal 
District continued, mirroring instability at the federal level: three presidents served two 
years each at the national level, while at the municipal level power changed hands 

                                                
94 The new constitution consolidated political power in the hands of the president, during a period in 

which power was institutionalized after the chaos of the immediate post-revolutionary period. The lack of 
democratic elections in the DF was overturned when a constitutional reform was passed in 1993, creating 
the Gobierno del Distrito Federal, which has been ruled by an elected mayor since 1997. Since that time the 
mayor has been a member of the principal left opposition party, the PRD. In 1929, Calles famously called 
Mexico “a nation of institutions and laws,” suggesting that the upheaval after the revolution had given way 
to a modern democracy. Cited in Joseph and Buchenau, 105.  

95 The delegations were: Guadalupe Hidalgo, Azcapotzalco, Izatcalco, General Anaya, Coyoacán, San 
Ángel, Magdalena Contreras, Cuajimalpa, Tlalpan, Iztapalapa, Xochimilco, Milpa Alta and Tláhuac. This 
decidedly un-democratic system was finally ended in 1997 with the election of Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, after 
a constitutional reform voted on in 1993. This reform was part of a larger democratic opening and the 
emergence of the Partido de la Revolución Democrática, a left coalition party that became the first serious 
opposition to the dominance of the PRI in the Federal District since the revolution. In April of this year 
(2015), the Mexican Senate approved a measure to grant the Federal District the same legal status as the 
country’s thirty-one states.   

96 Nueva Ley Orgánica del Distrito y de los Territorios Federales de 31 diciembre, 1928. Diario 
Oficial del 31 de diciembre de 1938 al 5 de enero 1929. Capitulo 3, Sección XXV; Capitulo 3, Sección 
XXIV. 

97 Nueva Ley Orgánica. Capitulo 3, Sección XXVI; Capitulo 3, Sección XXVII. 
98 Nueva Ley Orgánica Capitulo 3, Sección IX. 
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numerous times with one gobernador lasting only a matter of hours. At the same time, 
the municipal government became more directly linked to the structures of the federal 
government, and the president exercised more control over urban issues.99 As the national 
government grew stronger, the municipal government became more dependent on it. It 
was only in the late 1930s that political stability was established as the city, became, in 
the words of one historian, “more predictable, bureaucratic and routine” but hardly 
“participatory.”100 Even so, efforts to control urban growth began in earnest during this 
period (1928-1934), as the growing urban middle class became an important political 
base. 

Urban planning, but no plans for housing 
While the DDF had promised to take on housing, during its early years the new 

municipal government focused its efforts on roads, transportation, communications, 
drainage, and sanitation. Beginning in 1930, planning was an increasingly an aspect of 
urban governance. Urban legislation often followed closely the presentations and reports 
presented at professional architecture and planning conferences and the Master Plan was 
established as a central aspect of urban policy and a strategy of development, based on 
the idea that legislation, zoning of cities, and planning infrastructure and systems of 
communication, transportation, and urban services would be the basis for national 
progress.  

Carlos Contreras, the first champion of modern urban planning in Mexico, had 
returned to the capital in 1925 after studying architecture and planning at Columbia 
University and began a series of conferences and presentations promoting transportation 
and zoning as the basis of modern planning.101 Contreras saw planning as a mark of 
cultural progress not in terms of monuments and achievements, but rather as a national 
obligation to meet the needs of all citizens, through improving individual wellbeing and 
benefitting “the interest of the community.”102 Contreras professionalized planning in 
Mexico, and he helped incorporate the modernist planners into the agencies of the state, 
creating public policies that promoted urbanization. But Contreras did not consider 
housing as a fundamental aspect of urban planning.103 Rather, he aimed to regulate and 
control urban growth, improve circulation, rationalize urban systems, and accommodate 
the needs of modern industry to foster its growth and expansion, which he presumed to be 

                                                
99 This change coincided with the restructuring of national political institutions under the Partido 

Nacional Revolucionario, founded in 1929. See Davis on this trajectory. 
100 Meyer in Atlas, 375. 
101 See Alejandrina Escudero, “Carlos Contreras: La Ciudad Deseada.” Bitácora Arquitectura 12 

(verano 2004). At the First National Congress of Planning in 1930, Contreras gave a presentation which led 
to the passing later that year of the General Planning Law of the Republic (Ley Sobre Planeación General 
de la República) and the first National Plan based on the influence of modern urban planning. 

102 Cited in Sánchez Ruíz, 353. 
103 He suggested looking to countries on the cutting edge of planning for inspiration, especially in the 

areas of model cities, garden cities and financing as well as new types of architecture, but did not consider 
his own urban plans to be closely related to the housing problem. In terms of financing, he specified 
interest in the types of payment systems, in particular with the aid of municipalities and the federal 
government. Escudero cites among his influences Frederick Law Olmstead, Daniel H. Burnham, Ebenezer 
Howard, Raymond Unwin, Patrick Geddes, Patrick Abercrombie, Henry Prost, Edward Bennet, John 
Nolen, George Benoit-Lévy and Louis van der Swaelmen. 
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a public benefit. His plans targeted the city, region, or even the country as a whole, not 
individual neighborhoods.  

Contreras urged particular emphasis on “the improvement of the conditions in 
which our popular classes live such that they enjoy comforts that strengthen their spirit 
and protect their health.” To achieve this, he proposed an agency within the executive to 
“attend to the fulfillment of those needs, adopting measures of order and welfare on the 
basis of the greatest economy and the strictest efficiency, creating a comprehensive 
program to benefit all Mexicans.”104 Contreras was one of many architects and planners 
to propose a national agency to oversee the improvement of urban conditions for the 
popular classes, but did little in the way of offering concrete solutions, either for the 
creation of such an agency or for the solution of the housing problem.  

 

 
Map of Mexico City and surrounding area. Carlos Contreras. 

 
In Contreras’s National Plan in 1930, housing received scant attention. He 

recommended only that the federal government “organize local groups or departments in 
the states” that would be in charge of city plans, civic architecture and “problems related 
to home building.”105 He did note that the housing problem was “of vital importance to 
Mexico,” but it seems he felt that the housing problem was outside the scope of national 

                                                
104 Cited in Sánchez Ruíz, 354. While this particular recommendation did not have a direct outcome, it 

should be noted that Contreras was attentive to the need for planning to address all Mexicans and that he 
felt the best way to do this was through an agency tied directly to the president. 

105 Contreras, Carlos “La Planificación de la República mexicana,” in de Anda and Lizárraga Sánchez, 
eds., 90. (Problemas relacionados con la ‘casa habitación.’) Originally published in El Universal, México, 
15 March, 1925, 3. 
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planning, and thus, unrelated to zoning, infrastructure, and transportation. “Our people 
need better houses to live in,” he wrote, “and it is our obligation to provide them.”106 But 
he urged a gradual and progressive approach to the problem of urban housing focused on 
legislation, not an ambitious embrace of the government’s role in solving the problem. 
The state, he wrote, should adopt a modest approach “appropriate to our means and way 
of life, construction materials and economic capacity.”107 Unlike his ideas about regional 
and city plans, Contreras’s vision for housing was neither grand nor utopian.  

Similarly, when the National Planning Commission was created in 1930, with the 
president as its director, it focused on the planning of natural resources, communication, 
and transportation at a national level, including oversight of architecture, public services, 
and “property use (usos de propiedad),” an effort to “coordinate and regulate the ordered 
and harmonious development of the country.”108 But, it did almost nothing in terms of 
promoting the construction of housing for the popular classes.  

In 1933 an urban planning law was passed that created an office of planning and a 
local Planning Commission, an advisory group that replaced what had been a multi-class 
association with one made up of sectors of the urban elite.109 During the early years, the 
demand for urban services was the main topic of Council debates: street paving, water 
provision, drainage, pubic works, the location of markets, local taxes, the housing 
scarcity and transportation issues.110 Although issues of urbanization and planning 
increasingly came under the obligation of the municipal government, its agencies dealt 
with urban problems of “the official city,” and housing for most Mexicans remained 
outside the sphere of public policy until the 1930s. 

 

Conclusion 
In sum, for urban elites, the post-revolutionary period was one of increasing 

quality of life, with access to modern services, landscaped parks and cleaner public 
spaces as well as new apartments outside of the crowded center with luxuries that were 
far out of reach for the growing numbers of workers in the city. The living conditions of 

                                                
106 Contreras, op cit. 101. 
107 Contreras, op cit., 90. 
108 Cited in Alejandrina Escudero “Presentación,” in de Anda and Lizárraga Sánchez, eds., 83, from 

Excélsior, Mexico 12 de julio 1925. See also Ley sobre planeación general de la República, Diario Oficial, 
sección primera, número. 11, t. LXI, México, 19 de julio de 1930, 4-8. Cited in Escudero, 85. This 
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as part of national planning. The law states: “La planeación de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos tiene por 
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private sector involved. They had competing demands and little power (See Davis 68-72). The role of the 
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building, the presence of street vendors and transportation. 

110 Davis, 73 and see García Cortes. Davis describes policy debates in the Consejo focusing on what 
to do about the center in terms of urbanization and sanitation more than housing or growth.  
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those workers and their families, however, were deteriorating: there were many more 
people desperate for housing and conditions were getting worse. The physical expansion 
of the city itself began in earnest in the 1930s and this growth continued into the next 
decades. Both the rapid growth of the population and the inadequacy of urban services 
and housing would remain constant throughout the century. Housing had yet to become 
part of the revolutionary project. In the next chapters we will see the ways that architects, 
planners, and politicians sought to deal with these problems as the concern with the 
housing problem became a major focus of municipal, then national urban policies.  
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Chapter Two 
Thinking Big, Building the Minimum: 

Functionalism and Municipal Agencies, 1932-1946 
 

In 1933 the Department of the Federal District (DDF) published a report asserting 
that it was “indispensable” that the Governor of the Federal District himself understand 
“the precise conditions” in which the working class residents of Mexico City and the 
Department’s own municipal employees lived. To this end, the DDF had undertaken a 
comprehensive investigation of urban housing conditions.111 The report suggested that 
any person confronting the results of the survey would be dismayed “by the spectacle of 
the sad condition in which these people live” and “the criminal attitude of the majority of 
the owners of vecindades.” The condemnation continued:   

There are not words to express the magnitude of this disaster. With good 
reason it has been said that in the heart of the city the Revolution has not 
yet arrived. We must rescue those people that live in rooms that resemble 
pig stys, in worse conditions than those who find themselves in the Belén 
Prison. These vecindades are a prison, chambers of death that the 
inhabitants are obligated to occupy because of necessity, handing over 
their bodies and spirits to the notorious exploitation of the property-
owners.112  

“Because of this” the Memoria stated, “it was decided to resolve the problem of worker 
housing.”113  The problem was clear. The solution, however, was not.  

 
This chapter analyzes two proposals for workers’ housing in Mexico City, in 1933 

and 1947. Both were municipal projects that targeted urban workers, the industrial 
laborers whose numbers far exceeded the capacity of housing built in the capital and who 
fueled the transformation of the country into a modern industrialized economy. The 
question of architects’ role in solving this problem surfaced in the 1930s in an intellectual 
climate of stylistic experimentation that engaged transnational discourse about 
modernism. But at the same time, the debate was deeply rooted in the social, cultural, and 
political world of Mexico.  

The social, political, and economic upheaval after the revolution created new 
possibilities for modern architecture. Along with the political mandate focused on land, 
labor, and education, the Mexican Revolution promoted a broad cultural project based on 
nationalism and indigenismo. Politicians and intellectuals preached an inclusionary 
message that promised to honor all Mexicans, encourage political independence, and 
further the potential of modern Mexico. Within this climate, architects claimed a variety 
of positions. One group promoted the neocolonial style as a connection to Mexico’s own 
history and a rejection of the Porfirian obsession with France. Others experimented with 
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the incorporation of decorative elements based on pre-Hispanic motifs, such as the neo-
Maya structures of Manuel Amábalis, as a reference to national culture.  

But these were cultural projects. The functionalists featured in this chapter 
rejected both historic styles and ornamentation. They sought technical, not artistic, 
solutions to design. They felt modern architecture could be Mexican because it met a 
social need and fulfilled the revolutionary promise. While in theory this meant a rejection 
of “style,” in practice it led to a very specific aesthetic, pronounced by some in Mexico 
(including workers) as cold, boxy, barren, and, perhaps worse, foreign.114 I argue that in 
Mexico, functionalism was explicitly conceived as part of a transformative political 
project closely tied to goal of redefining the role of the state in the built environment. No 
longer should architects design monuments to state power, the functionalists believed; 
they should continue to be patronized by the state, but they should build for the people. 

Functionalism brought together the most important issues of the period: how to 
define a Mexican national style, how to import or interpret the latest international 
discussions about modern architecture, and how to carry out the social project of the 
postrevolutionary state. These architects embraced functionalism as the best way to 
provide the basic needs of the population: building hospitals, schools, and housing. They 
were optimistic about the opportunity created by the Mexican Revolution to transform the 
country, in part through a radical new architecture, in the process defining the role of the 
state in providing housing for urban workers. Even more than its impact on the built 
environment, functionalism introduced design principles that became central to housing 
policy for the rest of the century. This was a project that was based on engineering, 
promoted the principles of economy and efficiency, and applied methodical studies of 
social life, to affect social transformation.  

In 1932 the architect Carlos Obregón Santacilia sponsored a contest for the design 
of a “minimum home.” Juan Legarreta’s Casas Obreras de Balbuena, the winning project, 
became the first government-sponsored workers’ housing complex in Mexico. Funded by 
the DDF, whose damning report on urban conditions led the municipal government to 
finance a radical experiment, the Balbuena project was a group of small single-family 
homes, a functionalist colonia with one hundred and twenty units located in a working 
class neighborhood to the east of the city center. The Balbuena project thus led to the first 
government-sponsored workers’ housing complex in Mexico.  

The Colonia del Parque, a small grouping of austere and efficient single-family 
homes for urban workers, was similar in form and conceptualization to Balbuena. 
Inaugurated in 1947, it was a project of the municipal agency the Banco de Fomento de la 
Habitación (BFH).  The BFH was the first example of a bank building housing. I argue 
that this was an important step in the larger transition from building to financing, as 
government banks increasingly became a force in the housing policy beginning after the 

                                                
114 O’Gorman noted that the functionalists had been accused of adopting “Nordic” or German styles. 

O’Gorman in Carlos, J. Ríos Garza, Victor Arias Montes, and Gerardo G Sánchez Ruiz, Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México and Facultad de Arquitectura, eds. Pláticas sobre arquitectura, México, 
1933. México, D.F.: Facultad de Arquitectura, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 2001, 28. In 
Mexico, functionalism could be considered even more of a conscious adoption of novel aesthetic 
conventions in part due to the different state of industrialization and technology compared to the European 
countries where it was first practiced (primarily Germany, Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands). Even in the 
most functionalist of buildings in Mexico, the Casa-Estudio designed by O’Gorman for Diego Rivera and 
Frida Kahlo, some of the materials used were handcrafted replicas of industrial products. 
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1940s. The BFH was a pragmatic institution.  It pursued a mixed approach, following the 
idea that the municipal government should sponsor different types of housing depending 
on the location of the site and the class of residents for whom it was intended.  

This chapter describes these two architectural experiments in a context of debates 
about modernism, the role of architecture, and the role of the government. While 
Balbuena and Colonia del Parque shared basic formal qualities, they were different in 
important ways. First, Balbuena sought to realize a radical social revolution, one that 
Legarreta envisioned as consistent (or at least compatible) with national goals, which in 
the early 1930s were still in the process of being defined. Colonia del Parque, however, 
was a pragmatic attempt on the part of the government to “step in” where the urban real 
estate market was not able to fulfill the needs of the workers who provided the labor for 
urban industrialization. Rather than promote social transformation, as we will see, the 
Colonia del Parque promoted social evolution and incorporation into modern urban life. 
The architects of Colonia del Parque, Manuel Chacón and Andres Serrato, did not share 
the radical political vision of Legarreta. By this time, the functionalist style was not so 
radical politically or aesthetically. 

In sum, while the Balbuena experiment did not lead to a coherent or 
comprehensive municipal housing program, it made functionalism in worker housing 
important and established the government’s role as a patron of architectural innovation. 
In the case of Colonia del Parque, the formal values of functionalism were applied in a 
very different context, pointing the way towards a major shift in housing policy and in the 
implementation of the revolutionary project, from architecture as a means of social 
transformation to architecture as part of social policies funded through finance agencies.  

Defining a Revolutionary Architecture   
José Vasconcelos, the influential Secretary of Education and patron of the 

muralists, championed neocolonialism as the architectural expression of mestizaje (the 
syncretism of European and indigenous culture) and as a rejection of cultural 
imperialism.115 Vasconcelos believed in the spiritual and transcendental potential of art 
and felt that Mexico should become the center of an enlightened canon of great art and 
culture based on a strength and vigor unique to the Americas, what he referred to as the 
“cosmic race.” Vasconcelos also believed that art and architecture were an essential 
aspect of public education, and that the state should sponsor them. These ideas were 
based on the theory that art both communicated an essential aesthetic attraction, and that 
it also held a deeper didactic and pedagogic potential related to its pictorial qualities and 
ability to shape narrative thinking. The use of murals as an integration of art and 
architecture was fundamental to Vasconcelos’ mission—it was through the 
monumentality of the murals and their public nature, he felt, that the message of 
Mexico’s greatness could be best communicated.116 For their part, the muralists (each on 

                                                
115 The architect Jesús T. Acevedo, a member of the Ateneo, the group of intellectuals to which 

Vasconcelos belonged, called neocolonial architecture “arquitectura directriz,” a guiding architecture for 
Mexico as specifically Mexican in character. See Luis Carranza, Architecture as Revolution: Episodes in 
the History of Modern Mexico. 1st ed. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010, 32-33. Federico E. 
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his own terms), sought to create a new social and political order and they claimed art had 
the power to do this. Could art transform society? Could architecture? The muralists and 
the functionalists had very different ideas about what was quintessentially Mexican, but 
both agreed that the proletarian masses were their audiences and that the state should be 
their patron. 

The Pláticas sobre arquitectura 
In 1933 the Sociedad de Arquitectos Mexicanos (SAM, or Society of Mexican 

Architects) held the “Debates on Architecture” (Pláticas sobre arquitectura). While the 
event included Mexico’s most established architects, it centered on functionalism, a style 
practiced by only a handful of young radicals, represented at the symposium by Juan 
Legarreta, Álvaro Aburto, and Juan O’Gorman.117 When Legarreta was asked to submit 
corrections to the typed version of his presentation for a publication of the proceedings, 
he responded with a short note titled “PRAGMATIC summary of the presentation by 
Juan Legarreta.” The summary read: “A people who live in huts and shacks cannot 
SPEAK of architecture. We must build the houses of the people. Esthetes and 
rhetoricians—may they all die—can have their discussions later.” Sadly, less than a year 
later Legarreta himself was killed in an automobile accident at the age of thirty-two.   

The SAM asked if architects should “be considered a simple technician of 
construction,” as the functionalists posited, or “as a driver of national culture (impulsor 
de la cultura general de un pueblo),” as the older generation had hoped, with their use of 
specifically Mexican elements mobilized to inspire a sense of national identity. Even 
more philosophical but equally informed by the principles of functionalism, the questions 
continued: “Does architectural beauty result necessarily from functional solutions or, 
does it also require the conscious action of the creative will of the architect?” The mere 
suggestion that architectural beauty could arise from functional solutions was a radical 
position within Mexico’s architectural establishment. Traditionally, the architect was 
seen as artist trained in an aesthetic system based on the historical orders of architecture, 
not a technician at the service of the people. This was a radical departure from the Beaux-
Arts teaching and likely the professional identity of many architects.  

Appearance, the functionalists argued, should not define a national architecture. 
Rather, a revolutionary national architecture should be defined by the purpose of 
buildings and their potential to promote social change. In the Pláticas, O’Gorman 
answered the critique that functionalism was somehow not Mexican. Efficiency, he 
explained, was the best means of serving the Mexican people. “When it comes to 
Pullman cars or on ships,” he noted, “nobody thinks to resolve problems of nationality by 
creating different styles for Mexico and for France.”118 In a climate of cultural 
nationalism, the functionalists had to defend the foreign origins of the movement. 

                                                                                                                                            
art for the artists). See Mary K. Coffey, How a Revolutionary Art Became Official Culture: Murals, 
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117 The traditional or academic group consisted of: Manuel Amábalis, Mauricio M. Campos, Juan 
Galindo, Federico E. Mariscal, Manuel Ortiz Monasterio, Silvano Palafox, Salvador Roncal, and José 
Villagrán García. 

118 O’Gorman in Pláticas, 28. This is also a reference to the work of Le Corbusier, whose Towards a 
New Architecture illustrated the principles of modernism with comparisons of building and machinery, 
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Functionalism had emerged in Europe after the First World War as a response to 
industrialization and the availability of new systems of production (especially mass 
production and prefabrication of building elements) and new materials (for example, 
reinforced concrete).119 The second CIAM conference in Frankfurt in 1929 had focused 
on worker housing and the “problem of the minimum home” (also called 
existenzminimum or subsistence dwelling) as part of a larger critique of the techniques 
and styles of traditional building as wasteful and inadequate to modern times. 120 While 
the replacement of European academic forms with European modernist forms may seem 
like a paradox in the context of postrevolutionary nationalism, for the radical young 
architects, it was the purpose, not the origin or style that made functionalism Mexican. In 
Mexico the functionalists promoted modern architecture as an expression of the 
revolutionary project, implying that the state should play a role in providing these 
“minimum needs,” including worker housing, just as the Secretariat of Education had 
built (functionalist) schools and expanded the national education program.  

In terms of the physical construction of buildings, functionalism was a simple 
doctrine. “Each of the parts or elements of a building,” Aburto explained, “should 
perform a function, a job. These parts should be made of the appropriate materials and 
with precise dimensions.” Unlike aqueducts made of marble or contorted columns that 
hold up nothing, he noted, buildings should simply and efficiently serve a purpose. But 
the architect, Aburto stated, “is not a simple technician. The architect studies the life of 
people in their communities and uses this information to give them a better way of life.” 
True architecture, he claimed, is not concerned only with material problems: foundations, 
walls and the physical elements of building. “The most important factor,” he argued, “is 
economic.”121  

The functionalists promoted architecture as a technical field similar to 
engineering. This was not only a matter of style, but also a methodology of political 
critique. “I have always believed,” Aburto continued, “that our architecture should be like 
that of the primitive Christians: poor and naked (unadorned), just as we are, as the 
Mexican people are.”122 Aburto was critical of the use of pre-Hispanic cultures and their 
comparison to classical antiquity. This mode of “representation,” he felt, was superficial 
and purely symbolic. He saw architecture not as a mode of defining national identity, but 
rather in terms of its potential to serve the majority, implicitly supported by the state. 
Neither did he understand Mexico as an essential culture of indigenous authenticity or 
any syncretism or amalgamation thereof. The people (el pueblo), he argued, were not 
authentic representatives of identity. Rather, they were a population with basic (and 
universal) needs, in particular shelter, health, and education. The use of architectural 

                                                                                                                                            
ships and engineering. In 1939, Obregón Santacilia would publish the book El maquinismo, la vida y la 
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119 Concrete was used widely in neocolonial and other proto-modernist styles, especially by Obregón 
Santacilia and Villagrán. 

120 This topic was of great interest to the architect Hannes Meyer, who designed “the people’s 
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121 Pláticas, 116.   
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monuments to communicate political power or as a marker of greatness was, to Aburto, a 
disgrace. Ordinary Mexicans did not require a definition of a national architectural style 
or monuments to the power of the state. The impression created by the excesses of 
traditional architecture, Aburto claimed, served to subjugate, not empower, the masses. 
Instead, Aburto proposed, the power of architecture should be rallied to the cause of 
workers and the poor.  

Up to this point housing policy had primarily called for supporting or intervening 
in the private market for urban development: tax exemptions for residential developments 
and legislation to regulate urban conditions at the level of the city or neighborhood, and 
the demolition of the worst vecindades, as discussed in Chapter One. How buildings 
looked had been relatively unimportant. But for the functionalists, form, function, and 
radical politics were inextricably linked. Although pure functionalism would lose favor 
(and in fact relatively few houses were actually built, as we will see in the rest of this 
chapter), the idea that housing could serve the social goals of the state endured through 
the twentieth century.  

Casas Obreras de Balbuena and “El arquitecto más arquitecto” 
Legarreta was widely recognized as the most enthusiastic of all the functionalists, 

in particular when it came to his vision for worker housing. After his death, El 
Arquitecto, a magazine published by the SAM, released a special issue in his memory. In 
the memorial issue, the architect Justino Fernández wrote that Legarreta was “el 
arquitecto más arquitecto de su momento,” the quintessential architect of his time.123 
“Juan,” Álvaro Aburto added, “created the most important architectural product of our 
generation.”124 

 
Juan Legarreta, from El Arquitecto 

 
The workers and their families who lived in Balbuena, claimed Aburto, would “be 

able to say that the Revolution has completed one of its promises: the fundamental 
improvement of individuals.”125 The state project of worker housing, he predicted, would 
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become among the great legacies of the revolution. Aburto compared the work of 
Legarreta and the municipal government to that of the Agrarian and Labor Departments. 
“The agrarian and labor laws,” he wrote, “are not the Revolution’s only salvation”; 
Legarreta’s worker housing was as important as labor and agrarian reform in furthering 
the cause of the revolution. If the state did not build adequate housing, Aburto predicted, 
the revolution would fail. If Mexican workers and peasants were still forced to dwell in 
“primitive huts and the patio of the vecindad,” he wrote, “the ejidatario (beneficiary of 
the agrarian reform) with his parcel of land and the worker who now benefits from state 
protection will one day wake up (to start) a new revolution.” 126 

 The optimism of these architects toward the future of housing policy within the 
postrevolutionary state is striking, even considering that they were moved by the tragedy 
of Legarreta’s death. “The construction of the true workers’ home has begun in Mexico,” 
one architect wrote. “Juan Legarreta, rebellious brother, you can rest easy; the seeds you 
have sown in your field have produced fruit!”127  

Legarreta held a number of government posts after graduating from the National 
Architectural School in 1930, but left his job at the Secretariat of Communications and 
Public Works to in an effort to dedicate more time to fulfilling his plan for worker 
housing.128 In 1932, Legarreta won the contest held by Carlos Obregón Santacilia for the 
design of a casa obrera mínima. Obregón Santacilia later called the contest “the first 
serious attempt” to deal with the housing problem in Mexico, claiming that it established 
the social role of architecture.129 
 
 

                                                
126 Aburto in El Arquitecto, 3. 
127 El Arquitecto, 15 
128 In 1930 Legarreta joined the Comisión del Programa under the Secretariat of Communications and 

Public Works (la Secretaría de Comunicaciones y Obras SCOP), where he worked on the planning of 
Monterrey and Acapulco under Contreras. The Comisión was dissolved in 1932, and Legarreta was put in 
charge of the Projects Area of the Buildings Department of the SCOP under José Luis Cuevas. He left this 
post to work with O’Gorman on the functionalist school building program and was on the founding faculty 
of the Escuela Superior de Construcción, where he taught the first year students architectural composition 
in 1933 and 1934. 

129 According to Olsen, Obregón Santacilia was inspired by the 1924 report on the vecindades and 
worker housing, which found that Mexicans wanted to live in single-family homes with gardens, schools, 
public parks and sports fields planned for the area. Olsen, 91. 
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Las Casas Obreras de Balbuena, a view showing a row of single story, single family homes. Note the 

exposed water tank and pipes, a typical functionalist concession to form. 
 
 

 

Balbuena was in many ways a typical workers’ neighborhood. Situated on the 
boundary of the former Lake Texcoco, directly to the east of the city center in what is 
now the Delegation of Venustiano Carranza, the area began to be settled in the middle of 
the nineteenth century. A jovial 1912 poem called the neighborhood “a moral place, a 
good place,” calling out to the workers by factory and occupation: cigar-makers, textile 
workers, haberdashers, tamal sellers, carpenters and the like.130 The site was well 
integrated into the dense urban fabric of Mexico City: a passenger rail station was built 
nearby in 1878, and the city’s largest public market, the Mercado de la Merced, had been 
built on the grounds of a former monastery in the 1860s. 131 Because of its vital role in 
urban commerce, the area was well connected to the center of the city, with both tranvía 
and trolley bus lines.132 The site of the complex had been the Balbuena airfield, where 
Alberto Braniff initiated the first flight in Latin America in one of the many events to 
celebrate the centennial of independence described in the previous chapter. It became a 
military airport in 1915, but closed in 1928 when a civilian airport opened in the city and 
was acquired by the DDF.133  

Balbuena had also been the site of the first public park for workers, one of the few 
Porfirian urban planning projects that sought to benefit the working class (mentioned in 

                                                
130 Festivales en el Parque de Balbuena: Dedicado a la honrada clase obrera. México: Imprenta de 

A. Vanegas Arroyo, 1912. 
131 This was the Estación del Ferrocarril Interoceánico (Interoceanic Train Station), later called 

Ferrocarriles Nacionales, where trains went from México-Puebla-Veracruz to the Tehuantepec Isthmus, 
uniting the Gulf of Mexico with the Pacific Ocean (from Coatzacoalcos hasta Salina Cruz). was the central 
market of the city. Construction of markets was a major urbanization effort, also central to modernism. 

132 In the 1960s the Central de Abastos was built in the south of the city to modernize the distribution 
of wholesale foodstuffs, Note that this development further increased specialization, modernization and 
systematization of commerce based on ideas about zoning. And, the Palacio de Lecumberri, a panoptical 
prison was built there during the Porfiriato. 

133 Balbuena was also the site of the National Aviation Academy and the Talleres Nacionales de 
Construcciones Aeronáuticas. See Aeropuertos: Historia de la construcción, operación y administración 
aeroportuaria en México. México: Aeropuertos y Servicios Auxiliares, 2003, Chapter One.  
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the previous chapter). And, the neighborhood was chosen as the site of the Deportivo 
Venustiano Carranza, Mexico’s first public sports facility. The inauguration of the 
Deportivo in 1929 brought street paving and urban services to the area, including water 
and drainage as well as a median along the main avenue, Balbuena.134 Legarreta’s 
proposal capitalized on the existence of these urban services and institutions, adding a 
greater number of homes of higher standards than those already existing in the 
neighborhood and providing a model of subsistence dwellings.  

Legarreta’s original design for Balbuena included a kitchen, combination living 
and dining room, and three alcove bedrooms: one master bedroom with room for a 
double bed and a crib, two bedrooms (with two beds each) for boys and girls in the 
family. The design was an adaptation of his thesis project, which had been built in 1931, 
a casa obrera in Peralvillo, a poor neighborhood to the northwest of the center.135 The 
Peralvillo house was austere, a box-like form with straight lines and no adornment. The 
construction was of concrete slab and brick fill walls with steel sash windows and 
concrete floors. The location benefitted from exterior street lighting and municipal 
services and the homes included bathrooms with internal plumbing. The Peralvillo design 
was a duplex, with two almost identical units with two bedrooms each. That the project 
was accepted for his thesis suggests an institutional acceptance of functionalism at the 
National Architectural School, no small feat given its departure from classical 
architectural teaching. More importantly, it suggests the extent to which Legarreta 
approached worker housing as a formula that could be modified as necessary.  

The Balbuena design was virtually the same as the Peralvillo project, with only 
minor variations in the layout. The available plans from Balbuena show other 
modifications from the Peralvillo design: an additional master, or “parents” bedroom, 
slightly larger than the bedroom alcoves for children (three bedrooms rather than 
Peralvillo’s two), additional built-in furniture: bookshelves, a desk (“work table”), and a 
sofa or day bed, and a slightly larger bathroom.136 Legarreta was working with the same 
basic formula for several years, evidence of the extent to which both the form and 
discourse around functionalism were compatible with the idea of the prototype. 

 

                                                
134 Both Parque Balbuena and San Jacinto were the location of other public works projects during the 

early 1930s, with street paving and expansion or construction of parks as part of the DDF’s efforts to 
improve the living standards of workers in these areas. Memoria del DDF, xvii. 

135 He studied at Escuela Nacional de Arquitectura from 1922-1930. His architectural studies were 
interrupted by illness (probably polio), which left him crippled in both legs. The house was on Calle 
Elorduy, No. 8 at Calzada Vallejo. Now known as one of the more rough and dangerous of Mexico’s 
central neighborhoods, fans of Mexican Film may recognize the neighborhood from the 1954 film “Los 
Fernández de Peralvillo,” directed by Alejandro Galindo that won the Ariel award for best movie. The 
movie contrasts the poor dwelling of the Fernández family with the middle class apartments at the Centro 
Urbano Presidente Alemán (discussed in Chapter Three), which are featured in the opening of the film. 

136 The final plan for Balbuena included a second story above some units, an adaptation based on the 
entry of Enrique Yáñez, who won second prize in the contest, but no drawings of this unit type were 
published. Raúl Cacho won the  third place. O’Gorman got an honorable mention for his proposal of a six-
story, multifamily building. 
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The Casa Obrera de Peralvillo, Legarreta’s thesis project. Note the two almost identical duplex units 

with alcove bedroom sectioned off with curtains (only two bedrooms in this case). 
From El Arquitecto. 
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Las Casas Obreras de Balbuena, a view showing two rows of housing, including both single story and 

two story homes. Note the windows on the two story units in the foreground suggest a configuration with 
sleeping lofts on the top story, while the second row suggests a slightly different floor plan. Records of 
these different plans are not available. It is possible that this image is misidentified and actually shows 
homes from La Vaquita or San Jacinto. All three were based on variations of Legarreta’s basic design. 

From El Arquitecto. 
 

 

 
Las Casas Obreras de Balbuena, cross-section. Note the different height of the central common area. 

From El Arquitecto. 
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Floor plan for casas mínimas, Peralvillo (above) and Balbuena (below). 
Note while the layout of elements is different (due to the shape of the Peralvillo lot), the basic design is 

almost the same for the two units. From El Arquitecto. 
 

 
The original site plan by Legarreta was very simple: double rows of houses 

interrupted by narrow open spaces between the rows with a small plaza at the center. 
Compared to the design of contemporaneous elite residential neighborhoods like those 
discussed in Chapter One, the geometry and austerity of the plan is striking—there is no 
attempt to integrate the homes with the natural environment, and not a curve in sight. 
Private developers catered to (and cultivated) the tastes of wealthy families by designing 
curvilinear streets, ample greenery within and around residential areas, and harmony with 
the environment, giving the elite residential neighborhoods a feeling more like Avenida 
Reforma than like the crowded downtown streets. The plan for Balbuena also rejected the 
crowded and dirty downtown, but it was replaced by a rectilinear geometry that was not 
necessarily appealing to residents. Rather than prioritize the natural landscape, Balbuena 
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emphasized the most efficient use of land for the construction of single-family homes. 
The final plan was slightly modified, removing the central plaza, which was rendered 
unnecessary by the existing public park, and half of the complex was planned on a 
diagonal street, interrupting the symmetry and regularity of the original plan. But, the 
relationship between the homes and the park is decidedly urban: the park is on an 
adjacent block. It is a public place not limited to those living in the complex.  

 

 
 
 

 
Las Casas Obreras de Balbuena, original (left) and final (right) site plans. 

Note the public park in the center that replaced the original plan for an internal plaza as well as the 
predominance of the traditional urban block with regular lots abutting the street front. 

From El Arquitecto. 
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The Balbuena complex was intended as a prototype: a model complex for the 
eventual solution of the urban housing problem through replication of the system 
established there.137 In addition to the rational, geometric plan, this meant the creation of 
a formula for efficient homes. The design of one master bedroom with additional alcove 
bedrooms adjacent to an interior bathroom, large central estancia (a combination living 
room and dining room) with simple built-in furniture, a fully equipped modern kitchen, a 
small exterior service patio would become a basic design for efficient housing.  

When President Abelardo Rodríguez (1932-34) announced the construction of the 
Balbuena complex he noted that given “the thousands of poor people who live in 
conditions that are shameful for our country,” the public must wonder whether “the 
construction of a couple hundred homes per year” would adequately address the 
problem.138 But, the project was an explicit attempt to spur future action. As Aarón 
Sáenz, the governor of the Federal District (1932-35), put it, the project was a public 
service undertaken to “improve the way of life of workers,” such that “its example may 
serve as a stimulus for private companies to follow.”139 In other words, the government 
was acting as a patron of architectural innovation, providing an example that private 
developers, workers’ collectives, or other agencies could follow to provide the maximum 
number of workers’ homes at the minimum cost.  

The project was intended to simplify the process of building worker housing in 
part to facilitate its replication, along the lines of production line manufacturing and pre-
fabrication, two important aspects of functionalist discourse of the time. This was a 
“scaling up” of the principles of functionalism, taking advantage of the technical 
development of an ideal model to be replicated, defining the basic needs for worker 
housing and creating a new standard of minimal cost. After Balbuena, two other 
complexes were built based on the same model: La Vaquita and San Jacinto. Including 
Balbuena, the Federal District constructed just under 700 homes for workers, in 
functionalist colonias obreras.140 While they were intended for replication, as far as 
providing actual homes for workers, Legarreta’s colonias did little other than provide a 
model, a physical example of a minimum home in the built environment. More 
importantly, it was the first time the government made clear its commitment to a specific 
solution to the housing crisis, one that was defined by functionalism. The government 
was essentially playing the role of design patron, indicating the best way forward in 
addressing urban problems and the promise of the revolution.    
 

                                                
137 Enrique Ayala Alonso, “La casa del siglo XX en la Ciudad de México.” Diseño en Síntesis 38, 

Año 18, Segunda Época. Otoño 2007, 21. 
138 Abelardo Rodríguez in Informes presidenciales, Secretaría de la Presidencia y Departamento del 

Distrito Federal, 1970, 414. Cited in Gerardo G. Sánchez Ruiz, Planificación y urbanismo de la revolución 
mexicana: los sustentos de una nueva modernidad en la ciudad de México, 1917-1940. México: 
Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, Iztapalapa, 2002, 270.  

139 Memoria de la Ciudad de México, xi.  
140 The Departamento Central of the DDF constructed one casa obrera mínima based on Legarreta’s 

model in the Colonia Moctezuma; it was a model for 120 houses built in 1933-34 (on the corner of 
Balbuena and Resurrección). There were also two “casas tipo para empleados” built near Balbuena. 
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Las Casas Obreras de Balbuena, rendering. 

While Legarreta certainly expected the complex to be adorned with trees and plantings, note the 
conventional layout of geometric blocks and the general urban look of the idealized rendering as 

compared to the Garden City-inspired elite neighborhoods discussed in Chapter One. 
From El Arquitecto. 

 
Initially, the Balbuena homes were so sought after that residents were selected by 

raffle, but the promise of expanding the program to continue to build worker housing was 
abandoned in the years to come, and even the future of these particular homes was 
cloudy.141 By 1938 Carlos Contreras pronounced the Balbuena project a failed 
experiment, not because it was un-replicable but because of its design flaws. Adolfo 
Zamora, an architect and city official, had undertaken an assessment of the Balbuena 
project, and found the physical condition of the homes much deteriorated, with many 
adaptations made to the original forms.142 Although light, for example, was a key design 
element, residents had painted over the glass on windows that they thought had too much 
exposure. Contreras noted that there had been problems of financing and maintenance, 
but did not specify the nature of the problems.  

In 1950, Carlos Obregón Santacilia noted the challenges the municipal 

                                                
141 Carlos Contreras, “La planificación en la Ciudad de México” in Ingeniería y Arquitectura, no. 271 

May 1939. 
142 See Adolfo Zamora in International Federation for Housing and Planning, ed. Papers and Reports: 

XVI International Housing and Town Planning Congress, Mexico, 1938. Brussels: International Federation 
for Housing and Planning, 1938. 
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government had faced in the provision of worker housing at Balbuena, La Vaquita and 
San Jacinto, “placing our workers and people of scarce resources in standardized homes.” 
It was “strange,” he suggested, “to see how they modify them and make additions to have 
them suit their tastes.” He blamed this “difficult problem” on the individualism of 
Mexican society, noting sadly, “the houses built by Legarreta in 1934 should be seen 
now!” He described the original homes: they had only the basic necessities, “they were 
well distributed, well ventilated, well lit and they were beautiful.” Now, however, “to the 
simple lines and colors of the concrete architecture, every individual has added 
superfluous and unattractive additions, unnecessary tile roofs” and a number of other 
unwelcome changes. The money for these alterations, Obregón Santacilia judged, would 
have been better spent on blankets for children or electric irons.143  

On a larger scale, the experiment had not created the change it promised—it had not 
served as a model for the construction of additional functionalist colonias obreras. 
Contreras partly blamed the abrupt change for working class families moving from 
crowded vecindades or shacks to modern homes, suggesting they may not have been 
proper stewards of such a resource. While this paternalistic view of the working class is 
dismissive, to say the least, of the capacity of workers to adapt to their new surroundings, 
Contreras saw something that Legarreta had apparently not understood. It was a major 
change for families to move to a minimum home and while their family size, monthly 
income, and daily needs were carefully accounted for, their taste and preferences were 
not.  

The project did not spur private initiative, and was not embraced by unions or 
other groups that might have replicated the formal experiments undertaken at Balbuena. 
Furthermore, as we will see, interest in functionalism passed out of fashion—there was 
no long-term institutional backing for projects of this sort. But the functionalist model did 
have an important impact on the architectural community and within the government, 
shaping a model for state housing that would be adapted for various political purposes 
over the coming years. While there was no centralized agency to take up the organization 
and implementation of building functionalist worker housing complexes, efficiency and 
economy in architecture became the basis of a prototype that regardless of the taste and 
stylistic preferences of the intended residents. And it was believed that this type of design 
could have a transformative effect on Mexican cities and in Mexican society more 
broadly.  

The Banco de Fomento de la Habitación 
 “For poor families,” wrote Ángel Compañ Solano, “the home is either a trampoline 

that propels them to greater heights, or the downhill slope that forces them towards the 
lowest rungs of social life.”144 Speaking on behalf of residents at the inauguration of the 

                                                
143 Carlos Obregón Santacilia, 50 Años de Arquitectura Mexicana (1900-1950). Colección Cultura 

Para Todos 15. México: Editorial Patria, 1952, 67. As Olsen notes, “Architects and engineers employed a 
design language that communicated few of the traditional aesthetic values of the poor or working classes,” 
212. 

144 Para las familias pobres la casa es, pues, o el trampolín que las impulsa para ascender a más altos 
niveles, o el plano inclinado que las hace rodar hacia los últimos escalone de la vida social. Banco de 
Fomento de la Habitación, Colonia del Parque: Primera obra del Banco Fomento de la Habitación, S.A. 
México: Banco de Fomento de la Habitación, 1946, 26. 
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Colonia del Parque, Compañ explained that housing should not be considered 
philanthropy, nor should it be seen as welfare. 145 Rather, he suggested: “The home, like 
the factory, like the ejido, is a precious endowment from the nation” to its citizens. It was 
in these three realms: the home, the factory and the ejido, he continued, where “the 
principal asset of human society is forged” through the programs of the postrevolutionary 
government.146  

The Colonia del Parque was a complex of worker housing built by the Banco de 
Fomento de la Habitación (BFH). Despite the fact that the Colonia del Parque was an 
initiative of the municipally funded BFH, the executive played an important symbolic 
role, with the President, for example, setting the first stone in the construction.147 
Compañ credited the government with the realization that “the question of housing is not 
merely a matter of sociological speculation for the entertainment of contemplative 
beings; behind the revealing data is the flesh and blood of working families, that is the 
flesh and blood of this very country.” The building of Colonia del Parque, despite the 
modesty of its accommodations, was intended to signal a major change in housing policy. 
In the face of the worsening crisis, five hundred homes for two thousand people was, as 
Compañ put it, “more than a gesture, more than a drop of water in the sea.”148 

The BFH was created in 1945, the first time the DDF had made a concerted effort to 
intervene in the housing shortage since the Balbuena, San Jacinto and La Vaquita projects 
more than ten years before.149 In 1947, the BFH was absorbed into a national bank that is 
the subject of Chapter Five, so the municipal agency existed for just over a year. During 
the short span of its operation, the BFH worked quickly and steadily towards its goal of 
building 100,000 homes, constructing almost nine hundred units in just five months with 
plans for many more. The housing problem, according to the BFH, “because of its depth 
and the urgency of its resolution, cannot be left alone for the forces of the free market to 
solve.” The scope and severity of the problem, “demanded” state intervention, and the 
bank’s building program was always intended as a stopgap.150 But these were short-term 

                                                
145 Compañ was the President of the National Cooperative of Graphic Workshops, one of the unions 

that was allotted residences at Colonia del Parque, and was elected or appointed representative of the 
residents. 

146 En ellas se forja el bien supremo de las sociedades humanas: el hombre mismo. De ellas puede 
salir o el más noble y generoso ejemplar de hombre, sano de cuerpo y de espíritu, fuerte moral y 
físicamente, capaz de rendir los mejores frutos para sí y para sus semejantes, o el más abyecto de los 
delincuentes, el más inválido de los enfermos, el más ignorante y obscuro de los seres. Colonia del Parque, 
25-26. 

147 Colonia del Parque, 17. The complex was inaugurated in November of 1946, just before the end of 
the sexenio of Ávila Camacho. 

148 “Estas casas revelan algo más que un gesto, algo más que una gota en el mar: revelan un propósito 
serio y trascendental, una firme voluntad tendida hacia un objetivo claro y preciso. Ahora sí podemos creer 
que el Estado intenta hacer una vasta labor en pro de la elevación de nivel del alojamiento popular,” 
Colonia del Parque 26. 

149 The Consejo de Promoción del Programa de Construcción de Habitaciones Baratas was also 
created, which served as a consulting agency to the Mayor, Javier Rojo Gómez in Colonia del Parque, 18. 
On the BFH see Ayala, “Las obras del Banco de Fomento de la Habitación” in Enrique Ayala Alonso, 
Marco Tulio Peraza Guzmán, Lourdes Cruz González Franco, Segunda modernidad urbano arquitectónica: 
Proyectos y obras. México: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, 2014. 

150 Colonia del Parque, 7-8. 
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solutions. The government interventions to stimulate the private market were a temporary 
attempt to keep pace with the processes of modernization under the assumption that the 
speed of change would eventually slow down and reach equilibrium. 

Within the bank, this first year was considered “only the beginning of a grand project. 
The work undertaken in our country in terms of hospitals and schools, of global 
importance, is an example of what can be achieved.” The bank’s planners wrote that “the 
planned construction of housing, which will equally benefit all social sectors, is one of 
the indispensable links in the chain that the Revolution has been forging during this era of 
construction.”151 Like Balbuena, the Colonia del Parque was conceived as a prototype: a 
planned neighborhood of minimal homes built by the municipal government that could be 
replicated across the city (and country) to house urban workers.152 While the Balbuena 
project was not explicitly mentioned in the publication of the Colonia del Parque project, 
the complex bore close resemblance to that project and was likewise based on the 
carefully and systematically calculated minimum needs of working families. 

Like the casas obreras in Balbuena, the homes were functionalist in style, but Chacón 
and Serrato were not explicitly committed to a radical or singular aesthetic agenda. 
Legarreta’s allegiance to functionalism was matched by his ideological commitment to 
workers, and constituted the driving force behind his work. Chacón and Serrato worked 
within the parameters of the BFH to pursue architectural and financial efficiency as part 
of a larger program, a strategy which produced an outcome with common formal 
qualities. Unlike the Balbuena project, however, Colonia del Parque went mostly 
unnoticed among Mexican and international architects, in part because the spare aesthetic 
of minimal housing had become far less controversial by the time it was inaugurated. The 
BFH pursued the problem of housing as an economic and social problem, but its plans 
were not transformative. In particular the role of the government was conceived 
according to a different model. Legarreta believed the government had a responsibility to 
satisfy the basic needs of workers. The BFH sought a temporary solution to stimulate the 
market, not a transformation of the urban landscape according to a new aesthetic. It hired 
forward-thinking, not necessarily radical, architects, who had a vision to build modern 
housing for the masses until this need could be adequately met without government 
assistance. Colonia del Parque was the first housing complex developed by a bank, and it 
signaled the importance of a new dimension of national housing policy. 

The architectural design of Colonia del Parque was based on two priorities: low 
monthly payments and single-family homes. Chacón and Serrato designed innovative, 
efficient homes with just one bedroom and living room, a small bathroom and kitchen, 
totaling just under 485 square feet, making them even more austere (and smaller) than the 
homes at Balbuena. The one-bedroom layout diverged from Legarreta’s design formula, 
not only dispensing with bedroom alcoves, but also not including built-in furniture, both 
essential aspects of his designs that we will see repeated in the next chapter.153 The 
municipal government provided the land at reduced cost (12 pesos per meter) and 

                                                
151 Colonia del Parque, 15. 
152 Colonia del Parque, 9. 
153 These were not original to Legarreta. They were typical of functionalism in its more classic 

iteration: the alcove rather than a room and the simple, built-in furniture. It is likely the larger, shared room 
was more appealing to Mexican urban workers and their families. It certainly more closely resembled 
habitual living arrangements among the urban working class as well as rural housing.  
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covered the expense of urbanization (the cost of street paving and installation of urban 
services like electricity, water, and sewers).154  

The homes would be paid for over a period of fifteen years, with monthly payments 
of just $70 pesos for families earning up to $375 pesos a month, which, according to the 
bank's calculations included the majority of the city’s working families.155 The total cost 
was much less than a typical worker’s home, between $6,000 and $8,000 pesos, and the 
monthly payment was less than an average rent (about $100-$150 pesos). Each home had 
a small service area for laundry (washing and hanging) and a patio, intended to create “a 
green belt around each group of houses,” and along with that a program of “reforestation” 
to create shade and agreeable views, “uncommon in our environment, for this type of 
popular development,” which the architects felt justified calling the neighborhood 
Colonia del Parque (that is, “The Park Neighborhood”).156 The complex was located very 
close to Jardín Balbuena, directly to the south of Parque Balbuena.157  

The homes were arranged into what the architects called a “tetra” configuration, a 
layout with four homes at the core of a unit, with service patios at the center, lining up 
pairs of kitchens and bathrooms to maximize economies of scale in rows for drainage, 
water supply, light, etc. while still designing identical single-family units throughout the 
86,000 square meter lot. The north-south rows provided the ideal orientation for windows 
facing east and west, allowing plentiful exposure to light and air. To “avoid monotony” 
the plan included short rows of houses in zigzag formation. The layout also included 
interior pedestrian lanes providing safe and tranquil access for residents within the 
complex.158 These streets were named after major dates in Mexico’s national history: 
1910 and the like, emphasizing the nationalist project of which the project was a part but 
also following the common practice of street naming in historic centers of towns across 
Mexico. The tetras were grouped into blocks, with six to seventeen tetras, or twenty four 
to sixty eight units, which the architects conceived of as “superblocks,” describing the 
use of these “to take advantage of interior streets and open spaces for the exclusive use of 
residents as well as for sports fields and playgrounds,” a classic modernist strategy.159  

 
 

                                                
154 Colonia del Parque, 22. 
155 This represented 4% interest on the loans. 
156 Colonia del Parque, 10. 
157 Colonia del Parque 9. 
158 Ayala, 332. In the following years, an apartment building was constructed that had been part of the 

initial plans, but it is unclear how the original plan for that building looked. 
159 Colonia del Parque 11. 
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Colonia del Parque site plan, each square represents one tetra. 

Source: Colonia del Parque. 
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House prototype, Colonia del Parque 

Source: Colonia del Parque. 
 

 
Tetra plan at Colonia del Parque 

Source: Colonia del Parque. 
 
Social improvement among the new residents was an explicit goal of the Colonia del 

Parque development. This represented an important change from the critique voiced by 
Contreras in 1938. While he noted the “culture clash” or problematic transition of 
families from vecindades and shantytowns to Balbuena, here was an effort to provide a 
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means of facilitating the evolution of working families into (and through) modern 
housing and the new environment made available through modern design. The BFH 
stated that it sought to “provide shelter in an environment that would encourage social 
improvement,” keep costs low enough that they would allow families with minimum 
earnings to make payments without interfering with their ability to buy food and clothing, 
ensure that the project was either close to centers of work or well communicated with 
them, and also make sure that education and urban services were available within or in 
close proximity to the agency's developments. Compared to colonias that were developed 
by unions or other groups (including the Federal District itself), the architects of Colonia 
del Parque had more control over the environment, designing layout, services and the 
individual homes.  

The BFH sought to prepare the foundations for an integral and permanent solution to 
the housing problem in a variety of ways. In addition to building and financing 
innovative architectural proposals, the bank undertook economic research and promoted 
legislation that would favor the construction of additional housing. The bank pursued 
economic policies that would provide “material and moral support” for the creation of a 
“network of private institutions of credit for popular housing” in the long term.160 The 
BFH prepared legislation to create a national system of housing credit and define a 
program of state-sponsored popular housing, to reform the legal framework of 
homeownership and lending to create “a program of grand proportions” for popular 
housing.161 The agency had a number of architectural and urban plans for the “near 
future,” and noted that “in terms of the material and tangible, which is what most 
interests our citizens (el Pueblo), we are in the process of a vast program of construction 
made up of three types of housing.”162 In other words, until those networks were 
established and legal reforms enacted, the agency would build housing. 

Architecturally, the BFH experimented with various approaches. Unidad Esperanza, 
located in the Colonia Narvarte, towards the south of the city along Avenida Insurgentes, 
was designed by the architect Antonio Serrato, who also collaborated on the design of 
Colonia del Parque. The original plan was for 200 apartments, “of standard type for the 
middle class,” with two or three bedrooms and room for live-in servants, a vertical 
construction with different priorities compared to Colonia del Parque.163 The buildings 
were mostly five stories, with two taller towers at the focal point of an interior plaza. The 
intended residents would earn about one thousand pesos a month and make payments 
ranging from 165 to 270 pesos a month plus ten percent for administration, maintenance 
and common services, far more than the 70 peso monthly payment at Colonia del Parque. 
The architects were no longer prioritizing single-family homes above all, and the 
apartments were luxurious compared to an austere minimum home. While construction 
was financed through the BFH, the DDF donated the land and urbanization. 

                                                
160 Colonia del Parque, 18. 
161 Specific reforms: las leyes de Títulos de Crédito, de Cooperativas, del Trabajo 
162 Colonia del Parque, 15. 
163 Colonia del Parque, PAGE. The project suffered modifications throughout the building process. 

They are five stories, most with four levels of apartments—some have services on the top floor and one 
with commerce on the ground floor. Esperanza was inaugurated in 1947 as a project of the BNHUOPSA, 
with Alemán, Mexico City’s Regent Fernando Casas Alemán, and members of the president’s cabinet. 
Ayala 336. See also, “La Unidad Esperanza” in Arquitectura y lo demás. 
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Unidad Esperanza site plan. 
Source: Colonia del Parque. 

 
Unidad Mixcalco was one of the only sites for government-financed housing located 

within the center of the city, the most valuable property owned by the bank. It is unclear 
how the agency acquired the land, often housing was built on land exchanged among 
government agencies and documentation of these transactions have not generally been 
preserved. Rather than use this premium land for workers’ homes, the BFH proposed “a 
great building” with 316 apartments ranging from one to three bedrooms, with servants 
quarters, a hotel with one hundred eighty two rooms, a movie theater, supermarket, 
commercial space on the ground floor and an underground parking lot.164 “To subject 
such a unique property,” they wrote “to a common and vulgar (común y corriente) 
architectural approach, building just one or a small group of buildings, would be to waste 
a unique and magnificent opportunity to build there, in that place, something that, in 
addition to being totally new, would be of maximum benefit to the public, in whose 
interest this bank operates.”165 The project was abandoned after the BFH was acquired by 
another bank (the subject of Chapter Five). The design was bold, comprehensive, 
included every modern amenity, and suggested that maximum market value was a 
common good, rather than maximum efficiency. This was not a building for the 
proletarian masses. Rather, the simultaneous elaboration of these three projects was 
evidence of a housing program that made calculations explicitly based on the class of 
inhabitant and the value of land, establishing a “tier” of urban workers for whom the state 
should build only the most spare, cheap housing.  

 

                                                
164 Colonia del Parque, 16. 
165 Colonia del Parque, 14. 
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Unidad Mixcalco 

Source: Colonia del Parque. 
 

 
The BFH provided a means for the municipal government to encourage domestic 

industrial development and improve the standard of living in Mexico’s cities through 
intervention in the private real estate market. And, the BFH helped define the social goals 
of the revolution from within state institutions focused on housing for workers as a matter 
of economic policies and social welfare. The agency became absorbed by a federal level 
institution, as Chapter Five explains, and it facilitated the transition away from building 
and away from the values of architectural modernism as the housing problem 
increasingly became a matter of economics and finance.  

Conclusion 
Because of opposition to both the aesthetics and radical politics of functionalism, 

by the time of Legarreta’s death, its momentum had come to a stop. The next generation 
of functionalists was less radical in terms of both politics and architecture, and did not 
have important patrons like the CTM or the SEP. And, as we have seen, the application 
of functionalism was limited to the lowest tier of state-sponsored housing, and more 
importantly, was not paired with the political motivation that had so inspired Legarreta. 
The possibilities for a truly radical alliance with the postrevolutionary state had faded by 
the 1940s, even more so given the new geopolitical context of the war.  

Balbuena did not become a prototype. But functionalism did help define 
modernist architecture as a means of fulfilling the revolutionary project of social 
transformation. Just as we understand muralism as important for illustrating an ideal of 
national culture, functionalism was central to defining an ideal role of the 
postrevolutionary state as provider of the basic needs of the proletariat. These 
architectural experiments paved the way for the highly visible, nationally funded projects 
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in the next two chapters, and the BFH’s popular housing program became the basis of a 
major transition in housing policy towards finance, as I will describe in Chapter Five. The 
shifting nature of the administrative apparatus that backed these plans and the lack of 
long-term capacity on the part of the DDF are further evidence of the incoherent nature of 
municipal authority in Mexico City. But my analysis also reflects the larger uncertainty 
about housing policy in relationship to the obligation of the postrevolutionary 
government.  

These experiments were more than just radical architecture, they set the terms for 
urban development and political administration after World War II as a modification of 
their original design, but were nonetheless thoroughly rooted in the values of modernist 
architecture. Even the debate about adornment and the question of nationalism versus 
universalism would become central to Mexican modernist architecture (and all 
“peripheral modernisms,” to some extent) for decades to come. 

Nationalism in architecture—monumentality, indigenista touches, even murals—
was only temporarily submerged in the rush to build practical, functional buildings. Later 
these two tendencies would be reconciled, and as we will see in the next chapter, the 
aesthetic values of decoration were even called upon as a concession to the enjoyment of 
those living in the complexes. Legarreta had proposed that housing was a basic right and 
that workers’ needs could be calculated and provided for in a purely rational manner. 
Over the course of the next decades, humanism came to be defined not as a set of rights, 
but as an aesthetic experience and housing increasingly became tied to the ideal of 
building an urban middle class.  
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Chapter Three 
The Architectural Solution:  

Mario Pani and the Multifamiliares 1947-1964 
 
Just as the railroad had functioned as a manifestation of the Porfirian policy goals 

of foreign investment, infrastructure, and modernization, so construction was central to 
the ideology of the Mexican Miracle, literally building an image of the state as 
monumental and modern—as well as specifically urban—and functioning as an agent of 
that modernization. This chapter describes the iconic multifamiliares, large complexes of 
multifamily apartment buildings with shared common spaces, urban services, and 
amenities, as the pinnacle of what I call “the architectural solution” to the housing 
problem, that is, the idea that architecture could solve the housing crisis. In this chapter, I 
outline the limited success and long-term failure of these projects, focusing on how the 
Corbusian model was applied in the context of Mexico City.  

For the architect Mario Pani and his Taller de Urbanismo (Urbanism Workshop, 
or Taller), the lack of housing was a fixed target: “These are the needs,” they wrote 
“independent of our powers to satisfy them. The correct solution is to provide each 
family with adequate housing.”166 The architectural solution was based on the assumption 
that rather than transform the underlying economic and social patterns that produced the 
housing problem, architects could redesign the city to better conform to the new reality. 
For Pani, this meant following the model of Corbusier’s Radiant City: the construction of 
tall apartment buildings with shared services and vast open spaces that provided 
recreation and leisure facilities for residents. “Since we must build cheaply and well,” 
Pani wrote, “we have foreseen the necessity of building upward.”167 

Between 1947 and 1964, the federal government constructed three massive 
multifamiliares in Mexico City, representing a new scale of architectural and government 
intervention and a new way of living in the city. All three of the multifamiliares were 
designed by Pani’s Taller in collaboration with the Civil Servants Pension Office, and 
were underwritten by the Banco Nacional Hipotecario y de Obras Públicas (National 
Bank of Mortgage and Public Works, or BNHUOP, see Chapter Five), the agency that 
absorbed the BFH (see Chapter Two). Each was named after a former or sitting president: 
the Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán (CUPA 1947), the Centro Urbano Presidente 
Juárez (CUPJ, 1952), and the Centro Urbano Presidente López Mateos (1964), better 
known as the Centro Urbano Nonalco Tlatelolco. This chapter focuses on the design of 
the CUPA as major ideological change in the role of the state in housing policy and then 
analyzes how this paradigm shifted as the federal government built the next two 
multifamiliares according to some of the same underlying principles, but with important 
differences.  

Pani’s innovation was not just building upward as an alternative to uncontrolled 
growth. The multifamiliares were a commitment on the part of the federal government to 
Pani’s urbanistic goals: building and planning at a far greater scale than ever before, 
promoting the decongestion of the center through modernizing the transportation network 

                                                
166 Banco Nacional Hipotecario Urbano y de Obras Públicas, Conjunto urbano Presidente López 

Mateos (Nonoalco-Tlatelolco). México, 1963, 74. 
167 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 76. 
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of the city, and pursuing large-scale slum clearance. As we saw in Chapter One, before 
the 1940s, elites moved out of the center to get away from the effects of congestion and 
overcrowding. Pani’s urban plans sought deal with these problems within the plan of the 
multifamiliares. Just as Pani promised the lives of residents of the multifamiliares would 
benefit from the advantages of modern design, so would the city be improved as a result 
of the advantages of modern planning.  

The multifamiliares were monumental undertakings in which the federal 
government used modern architecture to promote a modern lifestyle as a means to 
consolidate the urban middle class. Modern housing was pursued as a marker of social 
change, of national development and cultural modernization, rather than as a fundamental 
right of workers. The multifamiliares were a product of the ruling party’s dedication to 
shaping the urban landscape and providing social services for the government workers 
covered by the Civil Servants Pension Office, a group that represented the ascending 
urban middle class, a potential base of support for the PRI.  

These projects were the first direct intervention on the part of the federal 
government in urban housing. But the state intervened not because its citizens had the 
right to housing. Rather, it built the multifamiliares as an employer, confirming the 
framework of the constitutional promise in Article 123. The Pension Office was a social 
welfare agency for federal employees, including the bureaucrats who had steadily 
increased in number as the agencies and institutions of the state grew after the 1930s. 
During the heady days of the Miracle under President Miguel Alemán (1946-1952), when 
the government was bolstered by increased income from the growing industrial economy, 
the Pension Office promised to house all federal employees. While the scale of these 
projects was far greater, the targeted beneficiaries were a narrower group than that 
defined by earlier efforts—it was now comprised of federal workers, not urban 
(industrial) workers. The multifamiliares were a symbol of the government’s dedication 
to the urban middle class and the improvement of urban conditions. 

This building program portrayed the ruling party as benevolent boss and 
architectural visionary, providing a model for employer-based provision of urban housing 
that could presumably be followed by privately held companies.168 Not only did this plan 
reinforce the legitimacy of the constitutional promise that employers would build 
housing, the multifamiliares allowed the federal government to play a major role in the 
urbanization of the city, channeling resources and energy into initiatives that would serve 
the political interests, legacy, and even income of the ruling party and its leaders. Pani 
was closely connected to key political and economic figures of the period, most 
importantly President Miguel Alemán (1946-52), the executive who presided over the 
transition from a predominantly rural to an urban-focused economy and heralded 
architecture and urbanism as key to the modernization of Mexico.169 Alemán and Pani 

                                                
168 As the architectural historian Enrique X. de Anda notes, Alemán was among the first “bosses” who 

took on the obligation to build housing for employees on a large scale. Enrique X. de Anda, Vivienda 
colectiva dela modernidad en México: Los multifamiliares durante el periodo presidencial de Miguel 
Alemán (1946-1952). México D.F.: UNAM  Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 2008, 198. 

169 Alemán oversaw the construction of the CUPA and the CUPJ as well as the Ciudad Universitaria 
(University City, or CU, the university campus built for the National Autonomous University in 1952) and 
a number of other major construction and development projects. The CU was a collaborative project which 
was the broadest and most large scale application of CIAM planning in Mexico), the Mexico City Airport, 
and the resort facilities at Acapulco.  Pani collaborated on each of these projects. Pani was also partners 
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were both pro-business, nationalist but not populist, and believed the state should play an 
important role in modernization and development.  

 

 
President Alemán, center, tours the CUPA 
From Dirección de Pensiones 1925-1950 

 
I argue that these projects were, in fact, a crucial step in the longer trajectory of 

housing policy. This trajectory was not interrupted in 1968, but rather took a turn away 
from vertical density as the best way to organize and manage urban space through the 
direct use of federal power. By focusing on the change within this paradigm, we can see 
the ways that the revolutionary project shifted over this period, even within an 
architectural program focused on design, as Pani’s plans and the government’s policies 
were increasingly focused on finance and administration as organizing principles. As in 
Chapter Two, I follow the interplay between architectural logic and financing as the 
organizing principles of the urbanistic programs—in this case of the federal 
government—although the analysis of the financing operation is reserved for Chapter 
Five.   

The CUPA was the first federal housing effort with major material impact on the 
built environment of Mexico City. And it was an important statement about the 
government’s role in offering a solution to the housing problem. The statement was 
unequivocal about the type of urbanism it promoted—vertically dense, modern, efficient, 
and bold. But as the builder of the CUPA, the federal government was the patron only of 
its own employees, not of the popular classes at large, leaving unanswered the question of 
who should be responsible for solving the urban housing crisis. Just as the 1917 
Constitution had stipulated, the Pension Fund sought to provide “clean and comfortable 
housing” for its employees. As in the municipal support for the Balbuena project, the 
architects and policy makers behind the project supported architectural innovation and 
modern urban planning as a prototype for private developers to follow. And, in this case 
the Pension Office served as a model of a “company” housing its employees, but without 
any indication of how this might happen for other employers. Not surprisingly, the 
prototype of the employer-built multifamiliar was not widely adopted.  

                                                                                                                                            
with Luis Montes de Oca and Antonio Ortiz Mena, among many other important figures. Could do more 
here to connect Pani and Alemán, in particular the image of Alemán presented by Krauze. 
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The CUPJ, while following the same basic model, included important features to 
make the complex more livable and less imposing, the elaboration of a more humanistic 
modernism. Unidad Habitacional Nonalco Tlatelolco was the most ambitious, building on 
the architectural accomplishments of the previous projects in density and scale, but 
expanding considerably in terms of its urbanistic goals, in particular the clearing of 
slums, decongestion of the urban core, and the leveraging of real estate finance to 
subsidize affordable units and integrated services within the complex.  

The differences among the three housing complexes indicate the shifting ideology 
about the role of the state, the importance of architecture, how housing should be 
financed, and what the city should look like. From the late 1940s into the 1960s, housing 
policy shifted from a model that focused on the simple provision of housing (as described 
in the previous chapter) to one that included the broader de-centralization of the city and 
integration with transportation planning, a process that became increasingly important in 
the progression of Pension Office multifamiliares. This meant greater attention to 
developing alternative centers independent of the historic downtown, improving the flow 
of automobile transportation across the city, and clearing “slum” areas. 

Pani’s audacity and grand vision had expanded from the bold plans of a complex 
of modernist superblocks in 1947 to a vast plan for the entire city based on a scaling up of 
the principals of vertical density and efficiency in the delivery of urban services. State 
housing policies had always sought to replace crowded tenements and improvised 
housing with new and modern units, but the Tlatelolco project explicitly focused on 
large-scale slum clearance. Slums would be cleared to make room for high-density 
multifamily buildings, which would have a greater density that the old dilapidated 
neighborhoods, but many more amenities and services. The new high rises would house 
residents of the cleared neighborhood along with others, and the process would be 
repeated in turn.  

The architectural solution, of course, did not solve the housing crisis. The 
multifamiliares did, however, have important outcomes. Through the building of the 
multifamiliares, housing and the economic policies of the “miracle” became even more 
tightly interwoven. The federal government not only promoted a solution to the housing 
crisis, it also provided a subsidy for the construction industry and supported the general 
modernization of the capital. The government’s role as a builder of urban housing 
provided a venue for modernism to be an organizing rubric for planning the city: the 
multifamiliares were designed within a larger plan to remake the transportation 
infrastructure, and these massive projects were justified as a benefit for the city as a 
whole, increasingly so after 1947. And, because of the increasing scale of building 
projects, finance agencies also began to play a greater role in national housing policy and 
urban planning. 

The building of the multifamiliares also strengthened the association between 
modern, urban housing and formal-sector employment. By acting as employer-patron of 
the highly visible multifamiliares, the federal government positioned itself—in close 
collaboration with Pani—as the leader of large-capacity urban design and planning 
(rather than the municipal government, for example). In other words, while the 
multifamiliares explicitly suggested that employers should build housing for workers, 
they implicitly showed that the government was in the best position to actually carry out 
these large-scale projects. And, as I will show through a closer analysis of the projects 
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themselves, the multifamiliares promoted a specific kind of worker for whom housing 
should be built. Modern housing was increasingly promoted as entree to the middle class, 
which was, in turn, embraced as a policy outcome sought by the PRI and pursued through 
architectural and economic policies throughout this period. 

Mario Pani and the Institutional Origins of the Architectural Solution 
It was 1934 when Mario Pani returned to Mexico from Europe. He felt it was “a 

fitting time.” He later recalled: “the period of [revolutionary] destruction was over and 
we were in the period of construction.” 170 Pani was 23, and had just graduated from the 
architecture school at the École Nationale des Beaux-Arts in Paris. While he was born in 
Mexico, Pani had lived for many years in Europe, mostly in Italy and France, where both 
his father and uncle served as diplomats. The family had always intended to return to 
Mexico, leaving France just weeks after Mario submitted his thesis project “Maison au 
Mexique,” a plan for an elite, single-family home in Mexico City.171 With a Mexican 
family and European education, Pani felt he was “a dubious hybrid,” neither a foreigner 
nor a Mexican.172  

 

 
Pani (far right) with his family in Venice, circa 1918 

                                                
170 Mario Pani and Graciela de Garay Arellano. Historia oral de la Ciudad de México: Testimonios de 

sus arquitectos, 1940-1990. México, D.F: CONACULTA: Instituto Mora, 2000, 39. 
171 Pani and de Garay, 37. Pani recalls boarding a boat to Mexico about a week after passing his 

exams. 
172 Pani and de Garay, 39. 
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Upon his return to Mexico, the young Pani took on a project that signaled his 

arrival as a major figure in the architecture—and the future—of Mexico City.173 The 
Hotel Reforma was the first modern hotel in Mexico. It catered to international tourists, 
with bathrooms in each suite, a restaurant and even a hotel bar. The commission was 
given to young Mario by his uncle, Alberto J. Pani, who had recently stepped down as 
Secretary of Finance.174 It also sparked a major conflict between Pani and Carlos 
Obregón Santacilia, who had originally been granted the project. This acrimony 
continued through Obregón’s death in 1961, putting Mario Pani squarely into an 
opposing camp from Obregón, marking the beginning of his trajectory as the preferred 
architect of government buildings in the post-WWII period (a role Obregón and José 
Villagrán García had played during the 1930s) and signaling a major shift in the 
relationship between architecture and the state, as the drive to portray a specifically 
Mexican identity was less important than the desire to present a modern image of the 
state and its institutions.175 While the hotel conflict was due, at least in part, to Pani’s 
naiveté, it also underscored the importance of his family connections and his bold 
confidence.  

                                                
173 It was also the beginning of his decisive role in the tourism industry. Pani became a major figure in 

the development of national and international tourism, especially in Acapulco, designing a number of major 
hotels, condominium buildings, the yacht club, and the airport, as well as playing a major role in overall 
development and urban planning. On the tourism industry during this period see Berger, Dina, The 
Development of Mexico’s Tourism Industry: Pyramids by Day, Martinis by Night. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006 and Berger, Dina, and Andrew Grant Wood, eds., Holiday in Mexico: Critical Reflections 
on Tourism and Tourist Encounters. Duke University Press, 2009. 

174 Alberto J. Pani was the author of Hygiene in Mexico, described in Chapter One. Alberto and 
Mario’s father, Arturo, were both engineers and politicians of the generation of the Mexican Revolution. In 
his various positions, Alberto Pani was a central figure in the post-revolutionary government, often referred 
to as “the administrator of the Revolution.” Among his contributions were the national banking system (in 
addition to the founding of the National Bank of Mexico, the Agricultural Credit Bank and the BNHUOP) 
and major infrastructure projects related to drainage and water provision for Mexico City. Alberto J. Pani 
was also the author of La Higiene en México, discussed in Chapter One. 

175 It is not that one paradigm entirely replaced the other, or that they were mutually exclusive. Rather, 
the interest was less in a specifically Mexican style, more in a specifically modern style. In fact, some state 
buildings used a new strategy that will be described below: integración plástica. In particular the SCOP and 
the CU as well as many of the IMSS buildings. But, the neocolonial style was mostly abandoned by the 
postwar period as an official style, especially for high-profile projects. 
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Hotel Reforma, Architect Mario Pani, 1936 

Image from Noelle Mario Pani 
 

Just as Pani was neither local nor foreign, his work did not fit neatly within the 
categories of Mexican architecture of the 1930s.176 He was not interested in the 
expression of Mexican identity or decorative embellishes, neither did he follow the 
neocolonial style of Obregón Santacilia discussed in the previous chapter. Nor was he a 
functionalist or a political radical; he dismissed the projects of O’Gorman, Segura and 
Legarreta as “brutal functionalism,” which he found extreme and unsightly. He derided 
their work as “that wretched architecture,” scorning the time “when the functionalists 
went out to the streets to make protests, shouting: ‘Death to Michelangelo.’ When 
architecture wasn’t an art.” Believing that architecture most certainly was an art, Pani felt 
the description of his profession by the functionalists as “a skill (técnica),” was 
“absurd.”177 Pani’s Beaux Arts education and his more direct exposure to the work of 
European modernists did, in fact, set him apart from his contemporaries.178 But, while he 
had been in France during the time Le Corbusier’s groundbreaking work was published, 
his interest in these ideas had been purely incidental until he began work on the CUPA. 
Architectural historian Louise Noelle describes Pani’s early works as academic, revealing 
“a marked emphasis on axes, a great clarity in distribution and a conspicuous tendency 

                                                
176 Fernando Gonzáles Gortázar, “La integración plástica en el trabajo de Mario Pani,” in Louise 

Noelle, ed., Mario Pani. México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones 
Estéticas, 2008, 81. 

177 Pani and de Garay, 39. 
178 While many of Mexico’s young modern artists had traveled to and studied in Europe, this was 

surprisingly rare among its architects. 
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toward monumentality.”179 While these qualities did define his early work on residences 
and hotels, they would reach new proportions in the construction of multifamiliares. 

In addition to the state projects mentioned above, Pani also developed the 
groundbreaking Ciudad Satélite (1957), a residential development that defined a new 
kind of middle class residential suburb in Mexico, countless hotel and condominium 
projects in Mexico City and Acapulco, as well as institutions and private homes.180 In his 
private practice, Pani was involved in more than just architectural design, pursuing 
development and investment opportunities that included significant involvement in 
municipal planning and even federal law, for example, Pani’s work in promoting legal 
changes to zoning laws, including the sale of condominiums, which was not legalized in 
Mexico until 1952. While Pani felt he represented an “international figure” in Mexican 
architecture, he became the most consequential Mexican architect of this period, the 
quintessential Mexican modernist and by far the most often commissioned for state 
projects. Pani’s public and private commissions defined the goals of post-1940 urban and 
economic changes in Mexico: increased dependence on cars, greater integration of 
infrastructure, vertical density, and a distinctly modern sense of monumentality. 

 

 
Mario Pani in his office, circa 1960 

 

The Great Human Experiment: The Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán 
“What a scandal it was, my friends!” wrote Antonio Acevedo Escobedo, a resident 

of the CUPA. “In the middle of 1949, in the south of this city, an area plagued by the 
vecindad and the slum; there at the edge of the ancient town of Mixcoac…descended an 

                                                
179 Louise Noelle “Mario Pani: Una visión moderna de la ciudad,” in Peter Krieger, ed., Megalópolis: 

La modernización de la ciudad de México en el siglo XX. UNAM, Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 
2006, 188. 

180 On the other residential projects, see José Grinberg and Raquel Franklin “Arquitectura Residential” 
in Noelle. On the condominium law, see Larrosa, Manuel. Mario Pani: Arquitecto de su época. México, 
D.F: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1985, 61.  
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army of workers and craftsmen of all kinds, hard at work on… the masses of defiant 
buildings, which rose up tall to provide worthy shelter to more than a thousand families 
whose parents gave their services to the State.”181 According to Acevedo, Mixcoac had 
been “a sleepy pueblo, stuck in the inertia of 1909.” Like many villages once outside 
Mexico City, by 1949 the town was becoming absorbed into the city itself as urbanization 
spread southward along Avenida Insurgentes. Acevedo’s description implied that poor 
urban conditions were a lingering symptom of the Porfiriato, linking the former political 
order to a pre-modern and unjust city and the action, vigor, scale, and modernity of the 
new construction to the regime of Miguel Alemán, a connection that Acevedo made 
explicit as he described the President as a leader of the “army of workers” fighting to 
provide adequate housing for state employees. Acevedo’s essay appeared in a book 
published by Pani’s architecture magazine. Multifamiliares de Pensiones celebrated the 
CUPA and the CUPJ, with essays and photographs describing the two monumental 
multifamiliares of the Pension Office.  

The title of Acevedo’s essay, “The Great Human Experiment: Life in the CUPA,” 
captured the optimism and grand scale with which the projects were completed. The style 
and scale of the CUPA were unlike anything built in Mexico City to date. The project 
was not immediately popular; both members of the public and a handful of vocal critics 
rejected the imposing towers, which proposed an entirely new interpretation of a Mexico 
City neighborhood. Most residential buildings in the city at the time were two or three 
stories at most, so the massive blocks of apartments were a shock. Only a small handful 
of tall office buildings had been built, and those were restricted to the historic center. The 
strong, geometric lines of the overall composition, a visual representation of power and 
might, did little to persuade those hesitant about the new model. In the weeks after its 
opening, according to its supporters, the CUPA was victim of a coordinated attack in the 
press. Among other critiques, newspapers compared the complex to a concentration 
camp.182 In fact, while the complex was made available to new residents in November, 
apartments remained available through March of the next year. Despite initial 
reservations, however, especially objections to the austerity and monumentality of the 
design, as we will see in more detail below, a majority of its residents deemed the CUPA 
a success.183 The architectural experiment proved that Mexico’s government workers 
could live in high-density urban apartments.184  

 

                                                
181 Pani, Mario. Los multifamiliares de pensiones. México: Editorial Arquitectura, 1952, 39. 
182 “Una campaña enconada y pertinaz contra el Centro Urbano que iba a servir decentemente a una 

porción de la colectividad.” Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 39. 
183 See De Garay.  
184 See “El Futuro en el olvido.” Available at: http://www.chilango.com/ciudad/nota/2011/10/31/de-

que-va-la-chilango-de-noviembre (accessed May 15, 2015).  
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The Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán 

Note the difference in scale and height between the CUPA and the surrounding buildings. 
 
 

Building on Economic Efficiency 
According to the official story, in July of 1946 Mario Pani met with the Director 

of the Pension Office to discuss a proposal for the planned construction of two hundred 
single-family homes on the plot of land the agency had acquired in the Colonia del Valle 
in 1935.185 Rather than present a project for the two hundred homes, however, Pani asked 
for three weeks to develop a proposal for five times that many units with the same budget 
of eighteen million pesos. Pani was awarded the project. The CUPA’s apocryphal origin 
story presents Pani’s monumental project as a dramatic escalation of the modest request 
of the Pension Fund, giving credibility to the idea that brilliant individuals (like Pani) and 
dedicated state institutions could together solve the housing problem through bold 
architecture. One scholar has noted that this timeline to develop a full proposal is 

                                                
185 For example: De Garay, “¿Quién pone el orden en la vivienda moderna? El multifamiliar Miguel 

Alemán visto por sus habitantes y vecinos: Ciudad de México, 1949-1999” 24, Larrosa 52, Adriá 17, 
Xavier Moyssén “El Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán” in Louise Noelle, ed. Mario Pani. México: 
Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 2008. 
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problematic.186 In his oral history, Pani described the frantic pace of work to complete the 
proposal in three weeks time. The young architects in the workshop—called “the 
geniuses,” perhaps, Pani conceded, “with a certain pretension”—were also in the midst of 
developing the Ciudad Universitaria project.187 He described workshop operating in 
twenty-four hour shifts, with constant work on both the CU and the CUPA projects. 
Whether or not this beehive of young architectural geniuses indeed completed the project 
in record time we cannot know for sure.  

 

 
  “The geniuses” at work on the CU project, Pani is second from right 

 
The question of the Pension Office’s proposed budget for the project is even more 

contradictory. The Pension Office itself estimated that a single-family home cost about 
$20,000 pesos, including the cost of purchasing land and construction.188 Why, then 
would the same agency plan to build two hundred rental units at the CUPA site for 18 
million pesos—$90,000 pesos per unit, not including the cost of land, since that was 
already owned by the agency? The final amount spent on the CUPA’s 1080 units was over 
$25 million pesos, or $23,489 per unit. This was not a significant savings over the cost of 
building single-family homes. But it did represent the delivery of more services for the 
same cost, since the plan for the CUPA did not depend on existing urban services, as 
Balbuena had, but rather included them in the building plans. It was the added value of 
the new amenities and services that made the CUPA exceptional.189  

Apartments in the multis were distributed through the unions associated with the 
Pension Agency. The agency allocated apartments to the various unions, who would 
provide a list of members recommended for the apartments. Then, the Pension agency 

                                                
186 As Enrique de Anda has noted, this timeline calls into question the possibility of Pani’s ability to 

develop a detailed plan on such a scale.  
187 Pani and de Garay, 46. 
188 As of 1950, see above section on mortgages.  
189 The cost of construction of the CUPA was $184 pesos per square meter. Dirección de Pensiones, 

Multifamiliares, 34 While Pani perceived this as very low, it is about the same amount as Pension Office 
beneficiaries spent on the construction of a single-family house. Given that the Pension Office calculated 
the cost of building a typical house (with one bedroom, kitchen, living room and bath) at about $16,000 
pesos, $184 pesos per square meter would build a home of about 87 square meters, a little over 900 square 
feet. Presumably the extra $4,000 pesos would be dedicated to the purchase of land and/or urbanization.  
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undertook the admission procedure, including investigations on “health, good repute, etc. 
of the aspiring residents, communicating their selection to the union.”190 The apartments 
were all rented at subsidized rates, ranging from $75 per month for a one bedroom to 
$130 for a three bedroom as of 1950. Rent was collected directly from the salaries of 
employees. The apartments were intended for employees whose monthly salary did not 
exceed $640, presumably to provide comfortable housing for those who could not afford 
a down payment.191 

An Institution in Progress: The Civil Servants’ Pension Office  
In 1925, Alberto J. Pani, then Secretary of the Treasury, had overseen the 

founding of the agency that would commission Mexico’s first multifamiliar.192 The 
Dirección de Pensiones para Empleados del Estado, the Pension Office for State 
Workers, administered pensions for and offered loans to all state employees, including 
office workers, soldiers, teachers, and all veterans of the Mexican Revolution.193 The 
agency had offered unsecured, short-term loans since its founding, and in 1932 opened a 
department dedicated to mortgage lending. During the 1940s, the aspirations of the 
Pension Office grew and the agency expanded in scope. After an administrative 
restructuring in 1945, the Pension Office became a large agency with close ties to the 
Mexican president, and its investment in mortgage lending accelerated.194 In 1947, a new 
law was passed, allowing the agency to play a direct role in “the construction of 
colonias.” The law also allowed the agency to use a number of financing tools to increase 
loans to its beneficiaries and to support its new building program.195 In other words, the 
Pension Office began, more or less simultaneously, a program of direct building and a 
program of mortgage and other lending.   

                                                
190 Pani, Los multifamiliares, 14. 
191 Home loans were for up to $20,000 for a total value of up to $26,000, an amount expected to cover 

the maximum cost of a home for a public worker. The agency estimated that the average public employee’s 
home cost about $16,000 pesos, with about $4,000 pesos for the cost of land. This typical house could be 
one or two stories, with a living room, dining room, one bedroom, bath, kitchen, and washing area. To 
borrow the maximum, a worker needed to have a salary of $484 pesos a month. Compare with rent at the 
multi. 

192 As Enrique Ayala notes, Unidad Esperanza was begun before the CUPA, but inaugurated after. 
The CUPA was much more ambitious, and more publicized. 

193 Ley de Pensiones Civiles de Retiro, August 12, 1925. Reproduced in Dirección de Pensiones 
Civiles, Dirección de Pensiones Civiles: Memoria de 25 años de actividades. México, 1950, NP. Veterans 
of the revolution began to be covered as of 1946. 

194 By 1946, the agency’s involvement in “the resolution of the housing problem… reached an 
ascendant curve” with an almost tripling in the amount invested in housing compared to the previous 
periods. In 25 years, the agency loaned $187,815,002.59 in mortgages, $181,815,002.59 in loans for 
“bureaucratic housing.” In the first 20 years, the total was $83,245,759.56; from 1946-1950, 
$98,569,242.57. 

195 This included the issuing of mortgage bonds for the purchase of property, acquisition of shares of 
Mexican companies, and the purchase treasury funds of the government (obligaciones del Gobierno 
Federal), and other financial investments (credit institution guarantees). Dirección de Pensiones Civiles, 
Memoria, NP. “Con motivo de la creación del Banco de la Habitación, la Ley estableció a cargo de 
Pensiones una aportación de un millón setecientos mil pesos, la cual fue hecha por la Dirección, destinada a 
la vivienda popular.” And, for the first time, it could fund properties outside the Federal District, expanding 
the potential impact of its building program. 
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The Pension Office’s building program following what it referred to as “the most 
up-to-date technical advice,” the building of “large ‘collectives’ and the concentration of 
families in neighborhood units with more homes and higher density.” The purpose of this 
undertaking was to “allow the housing of a great mass of the population, saving time in 
distances traveled, unneeded efforts and fatigue caused by arbitrary urban growth when 
the problem of popular housing is not addressed with uniform and predominantly 
functional standards.”196 Like the mortgage lending program, the building program 
assumed that the housing shortage among government workers could be solved by 
increasing housing stock. But the strategies to achieve this broad goal were contradictory. 
The mortgage loans went to single-family homes and the agency had no control over their 
location or relationship to urban structures; this was in some ways a market-oriented 
strategy that worked indirectly within existing conditions.  The efforts to build housing, 
however, were justified according to the idea that the federal government should use its 
power to control urban growth and promote vertical density, and it sought to impose 
“uniform and predominantly functional standards.”197  

 

 
Life at the CUPA 

From Dirección de Pensiones Civiles: Memoria de 25 años de actividades. 

                                                
196 Dirección de Pensiones Civiles, Memoria, NP. 
197 Dirección de Pensiones Civiles, Memoria, NP.  
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Both of these paths to urbanization were explicitly linked to the ideas of cultural 

development and assimilation, under the premise that these would contribute to the 
material wellbeing of government workers. These associated goals comprised a 
nationalistic endeavor, at least according to the promotional materials of the agency. To 
mark its twenty-fifth anniversary in 1950, the Pension Fund published a memoir subtitled 
“An Institution in Progress,” a cross between an institutional history and a promotional 
yearbook.198 The volume included detailed documentation of the legal history of the 
agency, data on agency income and expenditures, and photographs of the Pensiones 
baseball team and beauty pageant, evidence of the agency’s growing interest in 
supporting a broad range of activities believed to benefit government workers. According 
to the memoir, “as long as health, comfort and culture are a luxury, inaccessible to the 
majority of the population, our national unity will never attain its most complete 
meaning.”199 The volume also included snapshots from the annual festival marking the 
CUPA’s anniversary. The festival celebrated the residents’ states of origin, with booths 
featuring “typical” foods and arts and the performance of regional folkloric dances, 
acknowledging that the great majority of residents were migrants to the capital and 
suggesting that the CUPA (and by extension, the city) functioned as a sort of “melting 
pot.” In theory, the CUPA played an important role in this process of urbanization and 
assimilation, as a symbol of the assimilation that was a desirable outcome of modernist 
urbanization. The text suggested that “one of the most important necessities of man is, 
without a doubt, to possess lodging that is safe and clean, where light, abundant water 
and sun are the fundamental components of life” and also of “domestic harmony.”200 
These rhetorical flourishes represented an important shift in which the function of state 
agencies began to be increasingly linked to middle class values as social and economic 
policies increasingly came together during this period.  

Pani based the design of the CUPA on Le Corbusier’s Radiant City, a project the 
Swiss architect had begun working out during the 1930s, which later became the basis of 
the Athens Charter, but was never executed.201 Corbusier himself was at work on a 
housing complex in France based on these ideas, the Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles.202 
Pani claimed that the CUPA was “much more important” than the Marseilles project, in 
part because of its relative size: the Unité d’Habitation had a mere three hundred thirty 
seven units to the CUPA’s one thousand eighty.203 While Pani conceded that the project 
followed Le Corbusier in general outlines, he claimed it was original in its distribution, 
types of units, construction methods, and what he called “resultados plásticos,” a term 
that can best be understood as “formal results,” or “formal solutions,” emphasizing the 

                                                
198 The “Memoria” was a popular form during this period. Government agencies and other institutions 

published promotional and informational volumes available to professionals and the public. 
199 Dirección de Pensiones Civiles, Memoria, NP.   
200 Dirección de Pensiones Civiles, Memoria, NP. 
201 The Athens Charter was discussed at the CIAM Congress in 1933, later published in 1943. 
202 Another Corbusier-influenced social housing project was built for civil servants in Brazil, the 

Pedregulho complex designed by Alfonso Eduardo Reidy in 1947. The complex was raised on pilotis, but 
had a narrow curvilinear worm-like shape. It included units for about 300 families. 

203 Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 34. 
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physical, tactile, and aesthetic aspects of the project—the adaptation of the project to 
Mexico City through adaptations in design.  

The Radiant City was based on the use of high-rise apartment blocks (which 
Corbusier called “unités”), high-density urban dwellings with abundant access to air, 
sunlight, and open space. The values of air, sunlight, and open space echoed the long-
standing pursuit of order and sanitation in Mexico City. What made this model different 
was the emphasis on the social advantages of collective residences and high density. 
Following Corbusier’s guidelines, the built area of the CUPA occupied about twenty 
percent of the total surface area of the complex, with six tall buildings of thirteen stories 
each and six smaller, three-story buildings. Four of the six taller buildings were arranged 
in a zigzag, with the two remaining blocks located at either end of the central built area. 
This strategy, called à redent, allowed all of the apartments to have an east-west exposure 
for optimal light exposure. The smaller buildings were parallel to the bordering streets of 
Félix Cuevas and la Parroquia.  

 

 
From The Radiant City 1933. 
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Rather than pursuing efficiency as a means to produce more units of housing, as 
Legarreta had, Pani pursued efficiency as a means to further improve the quality of life of 
residents housed within the complex. The Radiant City was structured around the utopian 
idea that residents would be laborers in a fully industrialized society.204 Corbusier’s 
fundamental contribution to modern urbanism, the separation of work and leisure, meant 
that work happened in factories, and leisure in residential settings, specifically in 
communal spaces enabled by the vertical density of the apartment blocks, economies of 
scale, and the technical and design innovations of modern architecture and construction. 
The residential complex, then, had to provide a sphere of activities to complement the life 
of the modern industrial worker, which included the encouragement of family life.205 
Laundry, day care centers, and other domestic services were provided for residents, along 
with facilities to pursue arts and social activities as well as arts and crafts. As the urban 
scholar Robert Fishman explains, “Le Corbusier followed the principle that the 
cooperative sharing of leisure facilities could give to each family a far more varied and 
beautiful environment than even the richest individual could afford in a single-family 
house.”206  

The CUPA included electricity, telephone, gas, hot water, laundry, garbage 
incinerators (a service that was mentioned regularly), childcare, gardens, special police, 
elevators, postal and telegraph offices, schools, and even its own closed circuit radio 
station.207 These services were expensive to build, and added significantly to the cost of 
the project. The apartments at the CUPA were designed to be efficient, but the services 
and amenities were intended to provide civil servants with the best modern architecture 
could offer. “The child of the CUPA,” one resident explained, “has more privileges and 
pampering than a rich child, because a wealthy person alone cannot give his child all the 
empirical benefits that a community such as ours can provide.”208 She explained: “we had 
another kind of life. With all of the amenities, even little luxuries that nobody had in 
houses or apartments that were of the middle class and below, people like us.”209 
Elevators, washing machines and the swimming pool were, naturally, high on the list, but 
the gardens and collective facilities were also central to the definition of the CUPA as 
making possible a different kind of life with benefits not available to those living in other 
popular neighborhoods of the city. These “extras” were dependent on minimal, spare 
apartments in tall buildings.  

The basic CUPA apartment was two stories with bedrooms and a shared bathroom 
either above or below the entry level, including a combined living and dining area 

                                                
204 When Le Corbusier developed the Radiant City, he had recently joined the syndicalist movement. 

See Robert Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century: Ebenezer Howard, Frank Lloyd Wright, and 
Le Corbusier. New York: Basic Books, 1977, 230. 

205 In Corbusier’s ideal world, all adults worked, including women, and families no longer served a 
basic economic function. 

206 Fishman, 231. 
207 The CUPA also offered dance, music groups, and sewing classes. The Pension Office provided 

“moral but not material” support for the latter activities, sometimes providing in kind donations such as 
instruments, with the intent of keeping residents content and building community. 

208 Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 50. 
209 Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 50. 
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adjacent to the kitchen.210 This layout closely resembled the design of Legarreta’s Casas 
Obreras. The units had no interior load bearing walls, and Pani designed an open floor 
plan, also utilizing “alcove” bedrooms to allow families to have more space for 
socializing, yet maintain private rooms for sleeping (including separating children from 
their parents bedroom, a major concern about overcrowding and morality). Residents 
could divide the bedroom level as they wished, creating “alcoves” for children’s 
bedrooms and a larger master bedroom.  

 

 
A bedroom chamber at the CUPA 

 
The bold design and geometric plan of the CUPA gave the complex visual impact, 

which contributed to its role as an icon in the urban environment. The buildings were 
arranged in what architectural historian Xavier Moyssén calls “two in three,” with units 
alternating entry levels on the top or bottom floor such that hallways and elevator stops 
could be every three floors (the greatest distance to an elevator was thirty meters). The 
alternating design was primarily intended as a cost saving move, but it also served as a 
decorative element. The exteriors of the elevators were surfaced to mark a visual 
distinction with other building elements and the hallways every three floors created a 
strong geometric pattern, reinforced by the alternating use of pressed brick and 
concrete.211 The open passageways had polished red brick walls and planters on the half-
wall that divided them from the open areas, which they overlooked. These elements and 
the overall design had an important presence in Mexican and international architectural 
publications, especially as photographed by Guillermo Zamora, and the complex was 
featured in a number of period movies.  

The urban plan of the CUPA reflected the change from horizontal to vertical use 
of space. The buildings were arranged in “superblocks,” a concept that replaced the 

                                                
210 Of the 1080 apartments, 48 were single story. There were five types of units: 684 of Type A, with 

two bedroom chambers, measuring 48 square meters, 192 of Type B and C with the same layout and an 
additional bedroom; 72 Type D with an additional bedroom and an additional chamber, 48 Type E units, 
with just one bedroom, located in the shorter buildings, measuring only fifty seven square meters. 

211 The buildings were constructed of unpolished concrete (concreto aparente) and pressed bricks, the 
first time this type of material was used in Mexico. These inexpensive materials kept costs low for both 
construction and maintenance. Moyssén in Noelle, 123. 
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traditional city block, which had been the organizational unit of Mexico City since the 
colonial period. Superblocks were separated from the rest of the city by large avenues, 
creating self-contained units with the assumption that people would either have the 
interior as a destination (because they lived there or were visiting someone) or that they 
would pass by in a car, a radically different use of public space compared to a grid of 
public streets used by cars and pedestrians. In areas divided into superblocks, 
automobiles defined the scale of the city and its division into units, with dedicated 
pedestrian routes in the interior of the complex. Pani considered the CUPA’s superblocks 
a vertical articulation of the barrio, replicating within a single building the community of 
neighbors who would previously have shared a small urban neighborhood. The exterior 
hallways of the buildings heightened this sense, and functioned as a liminal space 
between public and private, used for socializing.  

“The hallways or horizontal circulations on the facades become like covered 
streets,” Pani wrote, suggesting that they were a focus of social activity.212 According 
residents, the hallways did, in fact, serve this function. The exterior hallways were also a 
key space and cost-saving strategy, a key example of the connection between cost saving 
strategies and the social life of the complex. Unenclosed passageways maximized space 
and light at low cost, also allowing light into the apartments from two exposures. 
Residents admired the exterior passageways as an important feature of life in “the multi.” 
One resident explained that adolescent dating rituals revolved around this space. “The 
first step,” she said “was the hallway. First the hallway and later, then you’d enter the 
living room, then if it was a ‘bulletproof’ relationship, then you’d invite him to (come in 
and) go downstairs.”213 The varying degrees of privacy within the complex and the 
apartments allowed residents to control heterosexual socialization and set patterns for 
expectations about privacy and public norms. This use of space not only fit into the needs 
of adolescents, it also mirrored long-standing habits of urban Mexicans to socialize in 
common areas of multi-family buildings and the streets of urban neighborhoods.  

 

                                                
212 Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 30.  
213 De Garay Arellano, Graciela. Modernidad Habitada: Multifamiliar Miguel Alemán, Ciudad de 

México, 1949-1999. México, D.F: Instituto de Investigaciones Dr. José María Luis Mora, 2004, 238. 
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Recreation at the CUPA 

 
Once families lived in the complex, its promoters believed, they would enjoy social 
benefits and eventually be convinced by the modernist project. According to Escobedo, 
the resident who wrote about life in CUPA and its scandalous beginnings, the most 
important social benefit of the complex was the idea that a worker’s house could be a 
home, that a dwelling provided more than just shelter. Echoing the syndicalist project of 
Le Corbusier, Escobedo claimed that having a place to spend quality time with family 
would enrich the spirit of bureaucratic workers, improving their quality of life.214 While 
in vecindades and colonias proletarias, men socialized in bars, he explained, at the 
CUPA, “rather than heading to the cantina, they have their get together on the lawns, the 
gardens or in the hallways of the apartments. They have stopped frequenting centers of 
vice: they leave work and head to their collective home, where they have everything.”215 
While Escovedo bemoaned the fact that several of these “centers of vice” had opened in 
the vicinity of the complex, he felt it wouldn’t be long before they closed, as they would 
soon be rendered unnecessary as residents became accustomed to the complex’s superior 
spaces for leisure. While the sample is small and the methodology unspecified, Escobedo 
provided data that support the social benefits of the CUPA. The rate of violent crime at 
the CUPA, he claimed, was far below the municipal rate, and infant mortality, at the time 
of writing (with three years of data) was at zero. The complex’s birthrate was much 
higher, and the vaccination rate was one hundred percent.216 Indeed, the CUPA’s 

                                                
214 On this, see Fishman, 230. 
215 Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 44. 
216 Citywide the figure was 5.5%, in the CUPA .001%; Infant mortality was 13.33% in general 

population, at 0 after three years in the CUPA, while at; vaccination rates in the DF were 5%, at the CUPA 
100%. Of course, various factors were at play here: the pre-selection of residents that were healthy, lots of 
young families, probable compulsory (or de facto compulsory) vaccination, and a group of residents who 
were (relatively) enthusiastic members of organized unions and beneficiaries of the Pension Office. This 
data may tell us as much about the families that were selected to live in the CUPA as the results of life in 
the complex itself. 
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residents, the prototypical new urban middle class, were among the most fully integrated 
into the benefits offered by the institutions and agencies of the state, not just gardens and 
community halls, but also medical care and social services. 

 Alma de Loara, a resident of Building B, Apartment 306, also commented on the 
intangible benefits of the complex in an essay she submitted to a contest that was part of 
the annual festival on September second. “The child of the Centro Urbano ‘Presidente 
Alemán,’” she wrote, “learns how to live within a harmonious society that joins him in 
laughter and in play. He knows no social distinctions or castes. …Without trying, he 
learns to give, to share, to receive, to be equal… In sports, he struggles to improve, 
makes an effort to stand out in competitions; but he also learns to stretch out his hand to 
his adversary …with a smile on his lips.”217 The egalitarian community values that De 
Loara felt were learned in the built environment of the CUPA were precisely those 
promoted in the official discourse, which linked the complex to a positive moral state and 
national benefit. “Here, in our ‘multifamiliar,’” she continued, “each day better 
understood and more loved (cada día más comprendido y más querido), we are growing 
healthy children, by which I also mean good children, with intelligent and clean minds 
for the Mexico of tomorrow.”  

Scale and Impact 
Economizing space and expense was the basis of Pani’s solution to the housing 

problem at every level: within the apartments, in the buildings, the complex, and in the 
city.218 Urban density became, for Pani, the most crucial aspect of the housing problem 
on the scale of the city. Pani felt that the average of one thousand residents per hectare (or 
four hundred residents per acre) was “the best path that modern cities should follow.” He 
noted that if Mexico City followed this pattern overall, it could occupy a surface area five 
times smaller, while at the same time “dedicating eighty percent of its land to parks and 
gardens.” Not only would this improve sanitation and hygiene, it would also create “an 
important decrease in the cost of urban services and a huge reduction in the money and 
time spent on transportation.”219  

The scale of the project was one of its most important characteristics. The 
technical expertise and material provision for a modern construction project on the scale 
of the CUPA were unprecedented in Mexico. There were already labor and material 
shortages in the Mexican construction industry, and its lack of capacity was often cited as 
an obstacle to solving the urban housing crisis (for example by the Pension Office and 
Pani himself).220 But Pani was optimistic these could be overcome by operating at a large 
scale, and he was able to convince his friend, twenty-six year old Bernardo Quintana, a 
recent graduate of the Engineering School at the UNAM, to join him. According to Pani, 
during the weeks that his workshop was developing the proposal, he contacted Quintana 
and, as Pani recalled, “I said, ‘Hey, Bernardo, I’ve just promised to submit a detailed 
project for some buildings for housing—because we didn’t call them multifamiliares 

                                                
217 Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 48. 
218 This was only for social housing, not necessarily for luxury housing, as Pani himself was involved 

in extensive development of residential suburbs of single-family homes. 
219 Dirección de Pensiones, Multifamiliares, 32-33. 
220 Dirección de Pensiones, Memoria, NP. 
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yet—and we need to do this in twenty five days. Should we go in on it together?’”221 
Quintana was working with a small group of engineers, who banded together to form a 
company to take on the project, some of the members even selling their cars to come up 
with the initial capital.222  

Over the next decades, Qunitana’s company, Ingenieros Civiles Asociados (ICA 
or Civil Engineers Associated) became the largest engineering, procurement, and 
construction company in Mexico, and Quintana (like Pani) went on to play an important 
role in the development of urban and national infrastructure and institutions.223 The ICA 
was responsible for building the Mexico City Metro, the Ciudad Universitaria, the 
Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the Estadio Azteca (a soccer stadium opened in 
1966), the Palacio de los Deportes (an indoor arena and sports complex for the 1968 
Olympic games), the Auditorio Nacional (the largest music venue in Mexico City)—each 
of these a major urban icon—as well as the Mexico City and Acapulco Airports, major 
highways, and many other monumental projects. In other words, the state’s massive 
infrastructure projects of the post-war period began with the CUPA.  

 

Nonalco Tlatelolco: The Peaceful Revolution 
No urban work would satisfactorily meet its objective if… it 

excluded any of the elements essential to national development and to 
the positive improvement of the population it is intended to 
benefit.”224 

 
When Bernal Díaz arrived at Tlatelolco in the sixteenth century, he saw a great 

plaza with a monumental pyramid at the center, which he compared to those of the 
world’s great cities.225 “There were soldiers who had been in many parts of the world, in 
Constantinople, all over Italy and Rome,” he later wrote, “they said that they had never 
seen a plaza so well laid out, so large and well arranged, and so full of people.”226 During 
that period, Tlatelolco was an urbanized embankment in the northwest of lake Texcoco, 
separate from, but connected by a causeway to the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan. The 
Tlatelolco market was a center of regional commerce and trade, famously depicted by 
Diego Rivera in his mural at the National Palace as an important satellite of the larger 

                                                
221 De Garay, 77. 
222 For more on the history of ICA, see Ingenieros Civiles Asociados, ICA: Hacemos realidad grandes 

ideas. México: ICA: Espejo de Obsidiana Ediciones, 1997. 
223 See Alan Riding, “Understanding Mexico: The Private Sector’s Political Role” in The Daytona 

Beach News Journal. Also see the ICA’s Company Description at http://www.nasdaq.com/symbol/ica 
(accessed 2/18/2015). This was part of a regional trend: the ICA was founded around the same time as 
Norberto Odebrecht Construtora, Brazil and Latin America’s largest construction and engineering firm. 
Today these companies are still major players in the economy and huge factors in the development of 
infrastructure, increasingly seen as integral to the competitiveness of “emerging” economies. 

224 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 208. 
225 Díaz was a member of the Spanish mission to Mexico under Hernán Cortés, later writing a 

fundamental account of the conquest, which he titled The True History of the Conquest of New Spain.  
226 Cited in BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 13. 
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Mexica capital, a symbol of pre-Hispanic urban vitality and the geographic particularity 
of the ancient city on the lake.227 

 

 
Diego Rivera, Tlatelolco, detail from mural at National Palace, 1942 

 
From that period forward, Tlatelolco would undergo numerous spatial 

transformations, serving as an almost too perfect synecdoche for urban change in Mexico 
City. I argue that the plaza is a symbol of more than just these early transitions, and that it 
meant more than just the end of the Miracle in 1968. The design of Tlatelolco expresses 
the values of a key moment. In the 1960s, the already-fading Mexican Miracle was 
shifting as policies of stabilizing development took hold. The almost naïve effort to build 
housing for workers at CUPA mirrored the government support of industrial 
development: a simple, direct plan for national development. The design and planning of 
Tlatelolco indicated a new direction in the role of the federal government in housing 
policy and urban growth, one that was far more comprehensive and far more complex. 
The Tlatelolco project was a concerted attempt to transform the city, not just the residents 
who would live there. Despite “the inevitable defects of every city of its size and 
antiquity,” Tlatelolco’s promoters promised, through large-scale urban planning 
initiatives, Mexico City “advances with a sure pace toward its extraordinary 
transfiguration.”228 And, through Tlatelolco, the federal government defined a new set of 
goals: an increasing degree of collaboration with finance agencies (especially the 
BNHUOP), the decentralization of the Federal District, and the emphasis on high-speed 
thoroughfares as an urban development priority. 

                                                
227 The legacy of the ancient past was a challenge; the modern construction project threatened the 

archaeologically significant remains of the Mexica structures. According to the National Institute of 
Anthropology and History, the architects ignored concerns raised by the team of investigators working 
simultaneously on exploring the site, but available records provide little information on the conflict of 
interests. See Instituto Nacional de Arqueología e Historia, “Arqueología de Tlatelolco”: 
http://www.tlatelolco.inah.gob.mx/historia.html (accessed May 15, 2015). Excavations to uncover the 
Mexica constructions had begun in 1944 and continued into the 1950s. 

228 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 34. 
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As part of the conquest of Mexico, the Spanish had used the stones from the old 
temple to build a new Catholic church, in that paradigmatic manner of colonial building, 
leveraging already-established structures of power within the city. The site became the 
location of the first European school of higher learning in North America, a symbol of 
criollismo, the cultivating of a new world elite on Mexican soil.229 This colonial plaza 
would be renewed as a focal point in Pani’s design, becoming the Plaza of the Three 
Cultures: with pre-Hispanic ruins, the colonial church and the modern Tlatelolco 
residential complex.230 This Plaza, then, was an iconic celebration of mestizaje as a union 
of pre-Hispanic grandeur (symbolized by the ancient ruins), colonial institutions (the 
church and former university), and the triumph of the modern Mexican nation (the 
housing complex itself, which also borders the plaza). The plaza was a modern, urban 
representation of the nation. During the nineteenth century, the land adjacent to the plaza 
was used as a freight yard where raw goods from the rural hinterland and manufactured 
products from the capital were received and distributed through the foreign-owned 
railway system.231 By the mid-twentieth century, the yard had been abandoned and was 
surrounded by informal settlements and deteriorated or shabbily constructed housing, part 
of what was labeled the “horseshoe of slums” surrounding the city’s historic center. 
Unfortunately, we know few details about the extensive slum clearance that took place on 
the site, concerns raised by neighborhood residents, other advocates, or opponents of the 
project.232 Extensive socioeconomic studies were undertaken of the target population and 
the slum dwellings were carefully cataloged (in particular architectural and maintenance 
issues). But, while early publications indicate plans for resettlement of those residents 
cleared from the slums, no further information was published. The subsidized apartments 
at the Tlatelolco complex were destined for Pension Office beneficiaries.233  

 

                                                
229 The Royal Pontifical University and School of the Holy Cross of Tlatelolco; the almost 

simultaneous charter of the National University of San Marcos in Lima was founded a couple months 
previous in 1551. 

230 Compared to the pre-Hispanic ruins and the accumulated conditions of the nineteenth and 
twentieth century, the remnants of the colonial past proved the least problematic. The plaza’s church 
remains in relatively stable condition today. 

231 By the post Revolutionary period, things had changed a great deal in terms of railroad—see 
mexicomaxico.org on this, that there was a new passenger station near Balbuena that was part of a slum 
clearance project under López Mateos in 1959, this was actually part of the larger Reforma extension 
project.  

232 More research should be done on this question, which has been virtually ignored in the scholarship 
on Pani. 

233 Again, more research should be done in this area. 
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The Plaza of the Three Cultures at Tlatelolco 

 
 
By the time the Nonalco Tlatelolco project was undertaken beginning in 1959, the 

Pension Office was in the midst of a transition, becoming in 1960 the Instituto de 
Seguridad y Servicios Sociales de los Trabajadores del Estado (Institute for the Welfare 
and Social Service of State Workers, or ISSSTE), a full counterpart to the social security 
agency (which did not cover state workers) and its broad social welfare agenda, the topic 
of the following chapter.234 The BNHUOP, the other major agency involved, participated 
as the major financing agency for the project—that agency would undergo its own name 
change in 1966 shortly after Tlatelolco was inaugurated in 1964, becoming the 
development bank Banobras. While broadly known as Centro Urbano Nonalco Tlatelolco 
(or just Tlatelolco), the complex was officially named the Conjunto Urbano “Presidente 
López Mateos,” after its patron, the sitting president, who, according to the promotional 
materials “took a constant interest” in the project. Echoing once again the “Architecture 
or revolution!” maxim, President López Mateos promised “a peaceful revolution,” which 
he noted, “prevents a violent revolution,” a rhetoric that promoted Mexico’s government 
as “revolutionary” in its commitment to addressing economic inequality and the housing 
shortage, but peaceful in its pursuit of progress and modernization.235 This myth was 

                                                
234 In 1960, the ISSSTE covered 129,512 workers, 11,912 retirees, and 346,318 family members, a 

total of 487,742 beneficiaries. ISSSTE, “Antecedentes”: 
http://www2.issste.gob.mx:8080/index.php/instituto-2 (accessed May 15, 2015). 

235 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 2. This resembles the 1968 Olympic slogan “Everything is possible in 
peace,” a related attempt to promote modernization, cultural development and the international reputation 
of Mexico as politically moderate. On the Olympics see Eric Zolov, “Showcasing the  ’Land of Tomorrow: 
Mexico and the 1968 Olympics.” The Americas 61, no. 2 (October 2004): 159–88 and Luis M. Castañeda, 
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shattered in the aftermath of the student massacre just four years after the inauguration of 
the housing complex, but at the time of construction, the promotional materials claimed 
that Nonalco Tlatelolco was central to the peaceful revolution “because rather than the 
beautification of the city, although it accomplishes this as well, its goal is, above all, to 
bestow upon the economically disadvantaged groups the housing they require to achieve 
a proper, dignified and healthy existence.”236  

The complex was described, as many others before it, as “only the beginning of a 
plan of more vast proportions.” 237 And, like many other plans, the Tlatelolco project was 
intended as a national model. In designing Tlatelolco, the last great multifamiliar, the 
plan for vertical density was measured against alternatives, in particular that of Unidad 
Santa Fe, built by the Social Security Agency in 1952, also designed by Pani’s workshop. 
While Pani had designed the CUPA and the CUPJ as vertically dense, he was involved in 
projects that pursued different solutions. Santa Fe, designed by Pani’s Taller, was a 
complex of small single-family homes, one of a series commissioned by the Social 
Security agency. Of the Social Security projects, Pani wrote, “no study was made and the 
dwellings that resulted were neither large nor cheap. We tried to build dwellings very 
cheaply and by making them small, they turned into cabins, cabins with air, light, sun, 
gardens, schools and all services—but still cabins. They were dwellings of minimum size 
into which large families again pack themselves. Now we see our problem is that of 
building dwellings which are both cheap and spacious.”238 Pani again sought to maximize 
the impact of his project as an outcome of the economy and efficiency afforded by 
vertical density. 

Built almost twenty years after the CUPA, Tlatelolco recalled the audacity of that 
first multifamiliar, largely abandoning any attempt to “soften” the harsh lines or 
humanize the scale of his architecture. Tlatelolco is an expanse of towers, a feat of 
engineering, especially considering the soft subsoil adjacent to the former Lake Texcoco. 
The magnitude of the project dwarfed any residential complex undertaken in Latin 
America, with almost twelve thousand units for seventy thousand residents. Over one 
hundred residential buildings were grouped into three sections and occupied about one 
hundred thirty thousand square meters. The total area of the complex was about a million 
square meters. The buildings ranged in height from four to twenty-two stories, housing 
almost one thousand inhabitants per hectare. In addition, there were nursery schools, 
primary schools, a secondary school and a technical secondary school, a technical 
preparatory school, the Nonalco Clinic operated by the ISSSTE, a children’s dental 
clinic, a number of social and three sports clubs, and a swimming pool and gymnasium. 
The building site was over eighty percent federally owned land (because of the rail yard), 
with remaining private property valued at about twenty million pesos, “little enough 
money to buy such important land.”239 

                                                                                                                                            
Spectacular Mexico: Design, Propaganda, and the 1968 Olympics. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014. 

236 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 2. 
237 Banco Nacional Hipotecario Urbano y de Obras Públicas. Conjunto Urbano Nonoalco-Tlatelolco: 

Una realización del Presidente López Mateos. México, 1963, 4. 
238 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 74. 
239 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 91. 
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In addition to providing low rent housing, Tlatelolco planners sought to cover the 
cost of construction. To do this, a formula was proposed in which the renters with higher 
economic resources would subsidize those with lower incomes. The planners also sought 
to sell some condo units and rents some luxury units at market rate, in an attempt to get a 
higher return on the initial investment of almost a billion pesos.240 Further, in an 
important departure from other housing complexes, Tlatelolco also included major office 
buildings. This was a totally new category of integration, one that signaled a new 
direction in urban development. Locating the headquarters of the BNHUOP and the 
Foreign Affairs building within the residential complex had symbolic importance. At the 
CUPA commerce had been defined by daily life of the residents: butchers, barbers and 
the like. Not only was the BNHUOP located at Tlatelolco, but the building Pani designed 
for the offices became the logo of the agency.   

In sum, the low cost of land (since the majority was owned by the federal 
government), the inclusion of business property, and the construction of luxury buildings 
all helped subsidize the rental of the lower-rent units.  The government also shouldered 
the cost of the substantial improvements in transportation infrastructure, justifying this 
investment by the subsequent increase in the value of land, in particular in the area near 
San Juan de Letrán, where the condominium buildings were located.241  

The most striking of the new buildings was the Torre Insignia (or Insignia 
Tower), a twenty-four-story structure, standing at just over four hundred feet, then the 
tallest reinforced concrete structure in Mexico City (and second tallest overall, after the 
Torre Latinoamericana, which stood at almost six hundred feet). The building was a feat 
of modern engineering and design. It was covered in aluminum-framed, dark glass 
windows inserted in a structural reticulum of reinforced concrete in the form of 
rhomboids, with blind walls on the east and west sides. The walls met at the apex, 
following inclined planes, forming triangular surfaces to create a sort of modern 
pyramid.242 The building was evidence of the technical expertise and innovation within 
the complex (and the mastery over the troublesome Mexico City subsoil) where “the 
most modern and audacious architectural forms” could be found “representing the 
progress of architecture in our country.”243 It was also a modern monument to the 

                                                
240 Pani and his team took advantage of the increasing market for modern apartment living after the 

1950s, the result in part, of Pani’s own endeavors to pass a condominium law that enabled the vertical 
development of other parts of the city. Pani’s own condominium projects included Condominios Reforma 
369 y in Acapulco Los Cocos 1956-57. While these are considered architecturally important, but Pani’s 
own account, he wasn’t financially successful in condo development compared to other groups in the city. 
De Garay, Graciela. El arte de hacer ciudad: testimonio del arquitecto Mario Pani. Instituto de 
Investigaciones Dr. José María Luis Mora, 2000. 

241 “For sale purposes, the possibility of a 20 year recuperation period is being studied, applying 
compensation values in a form similar to the one used to calculate rents. Special attention must be given to 
the difference between monthly rental and sales payments so this is sufficient to stimulate the buyer to pay 
more for the property” BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 110. 

242 Nonalco Tlatelolco 124 
243 Nonalco Tlatelolco 124 Two hundred thirty three “friction pilotis” on the ground floor, sunk 24 

meters into the ground of reinforced concrete, since the ground is soft. There is more extensive discussion 
of how to compensate for the land quality, pretty detailed. There was also a carillon, a group of 47 of bells 
“the ideal number for the distribution of the four musical octaves.” (131) 
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government agency that had financed the project, with the mural functioning as an 
identifying symbol to represent the state agency that funded its construction.244  

The Torre represented the connection between the state’s efforts to house its 
employees and the finance agency that supported that goal—it was a marriage of finance 
and housing. The top of the Torre was decorated with a tiled mural designed by Mérida, 
which became a sort of logo for the complex, with a simplified icon that was used 
broadly in promotional materials and within the complex itself. The work was a fitting 
symbol. Mérida’s mural was no longer an attempt to humanize the complex for residents. 
It was a large-scale decorative strategy to emphasize the building’s role as urban 
landmark, a visible marker of the skyline that could be seen from passing cars and in 
photographs of the area.  

 

 
Torre Insignia at Nonalco Tlatelolco 

At left with a view of the Mérida mural in process. 
 

 

                                                
244 The offices of the Secretariat of Foreign Affairs were located adjacent to the complex, but were not 

part of the same project, they were designed by Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, completed in 1966. 
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Residential buildings at Tlatelolco 

 
  

 
Maps indicating slum areas to be cleared for construction and deficient housing. The purple areas have 61-

80% huts and shacks, the pink areas 41-60%, the yellow 21-40% and the white 0-20% 
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Vialidad at Tlatelolco: Extension of Paseo de la Reforma 

 
The “ultimate aim” of the project was “to achieve the urban regeneration and re-

construction of the entire capital.”245 This plan was a gradual process, in which “the 
successive vacating of large spaces destined precisely for the construction of new and 
(with each step) more ambitious clusters of modern, functional, decent and auto-sufficient 
housing.” According to this plan, as new complexes were constructed, residents of slums 
would occupy those homes, thus vacating additional areas, where yet more vertically 
dense housing could be built, and so on. “Only in this manner,” Pani wrote, “can the 
extremely grave problem of the ever more alarming scarcity of inhabitable housing be 
resolved for the population of the Federal District, which grows at the dizzy rate that we 
all know.”246  

The interest in shaping the network of large-scale thoroughfares as an integral 
aspect of Tlatelolco’s design cannot be underestimated. The development of major roads 
through the city (referred to as vialidad in Spanish), was a concept that anticipated the 
current “ejes viales,” the system of major roads crossing the city from north to south and 
east to west integrated with the periférico, the city’s beltway that began under President 
José López Portillo and Mayor Carlos Hank González (both were in office from 1976 to 
1982), which focused on making the city easier to navigate by automobile. The Tlatelolco 
project included the extension of Avenida de la Reforma (see dotted line above) to the 
Peralvillo fountain to connect various arteries to the north and east of the center, with 
overpasses and underpasses at Insurgentes, a major avenue at the western limit of the 
complex, which stretched over twenty-six kilometers across the city. The extension of 
Reforma communicated the central city with the airport through Río del Consulado, 
joining the highway to Toluca (the major industrial town to the west in the State of 
Mexico), the periférico, crossing downtown and ending at the airport. An underpass was 

                                                
245 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 4, emphasis in original. 
246 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 106. 
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constructed at the intersection of Calzada de Nonalco and at the railroad tracks, with the 
reconstruction of a railroad bridge to be used by cars. According to Pani, an underpass 
constructed at the Monumento de la Raza, completed “the north-south communication 
network of the city, giving easier access” to the residential complex.247 The planning of 
transportation, as we saw in Chapter One, had previously been considered almost entirely 
separate from housing, despite the interconnected nature of urban growth and the housing 
shortage. Pani, by contrast, saw the government construction of housing as a key strategy 
in overall transportation planning, part of a unified urban plan to modernize the city. 

Tlatelolco was designed as a “self-sufficient nucleus,” independent of but 
connected to the larger capital. This model was intended to decentralize the city, but also 
necessitated the planning of high-capacity and high-speed roadways. In other words, both 
housing and transportation, Pani argued, should be planned at a much larger scale, as in 
the example of Tlatelolco. According to Pani, one of the major obstacles to the modern 
development of Mexico City had been the small size of land parcels. He felt the division 
of private property into narrow plots followed outmoded notions of urban planning. Pani 
argued that this condition prevented economies of scale and design, in particular the 
allocation of parking and the use of four facades of a building for light exposure (because 
adjacent buildings did not have space between them). In the city as a whole, Pani 
proposed a program with similar urban values to Tlatelolco: building on a larger scale 
and at higher density along major thoroughfares. To achieve this, he suggested both 
combining existing lots and allowing higher density on larger lots as a means to increase 
the value of that land. Coupling height regulations with lot size, tall buildings on small 
lots would not be allowed. Developments would be required to allot thirty percent of land 
to gardens, twenty percent for parking and have a system for water collection.248 Interior 
streets would retain, according to Pani, a small town charm, becoming “núcleos-
pueblitos,” or “urban cells.” This was the fruit of the thinking he did for the CUPA, the 
intersection at Reforma-Insurgentes and Tlatelolco.  

Before Tlatelolco, Pani claimed, urbanism in Mexico had been primitive, based 
on the idea that major avenues should lead to the center of the city. The new urbanism 
was both more ambitious and based on new assumptions: that people would travel by 
automobile, and that decongestion of the center was a priority. These strategies of 
decentralization depended on vertical density, transportation development, and slum 
clearance. In the end, vertical density was abandoned, but the other two strategies became 
the basis of government planning after 1970. 

During this period, the development of residential areas in the south was met by a 
rapid development of industry in the area of Tlalnepantla to the north, Naucalpan to the 
northwest and Ecatepec to the northeast, all outside the Federal District in the State of 
Mexico. These developments caused major changes in the relationship between home and 
workplace, creating much longer commutes for industrial workers as well as increasing 
the horizontal spread of the urban footprint, or as it is called in Spanish, the “mancha 
urbana” (directly translating as the “urban stain,” though this is not pejorative). 
According to Pani, the need for workers and residents to constantly travel to the center of 
the city for commerce and other needs only exacerbated the problem, which he 

                                                
247 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 118. 
248 Tlatelolco 72-73. 
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understood as one of centralization and its “evil consequences, too well known to be 
mentioned.”249  

Pani blamed Mexico City’s disorderly growth and its urban problems on land 
speculation without premeditated planning. The result of urban chaos, he argued, was the 
loss of the district as “the minimum required urban unit,” which he felt “was to the 
detriment of community living. One district can no longer be distinguished from another, 
a fact of great social importance and one that means the destruction of civic life. There is 
nowhere to meet in our so-called ‘colonias’; we do not go to the same church, the same 
cinema: we do not shop at the same market; our children do not go to the same school. 
Years pass, without us seeing our closest neighbors simply because there are no common 
places to meet them.”250 Pani’s concern with the everyday socializing in public spaces, 
however, rings hollow given the looming events of 1968 in the Plaza of Tlatelolco.  

Conclusion 
In 1968 the Plaza of the Three Cultures at the Tlatelolco Housing Complex was 

the site of a massacre, the climax of state violence against Mexico’s student protestors. 
The plaza was a gathering place for students throughout the protest movement, which 
was formed in response to government repression. As an organizational meeting was 
getting started, government troops perched atop the residential towers shot down at the 
protestors. In the ensuing chaos hundreds were killed, thousands were arrested, and the 
momentum of the student movement came to a stop. In the days afterwards, Carlos 
Monsiváis, one of Mexico’s most prominent intellectuals, wrote an article: “Now Nothing 
will Ever be the Same as It Was.”251 In the article, Monsiváis described the students as 
the conscience of the country, calling the movement the beginning of Mexico’s 
demystification. Many still consider that October day the moment Mexicans lost faith in 
the Miracle, and the massacre has become a potent symbol for the failure of the PRI’s 
“peaceful revolution,” its programs of reform, modernization, and social services, of 
which housing complexes like Tlatelolco were a centerpiece. 

The students had used Tlatelolco plaza, along with Avenida Reforma and the 
Zócalo, as a place for meetings and protests, part of their claim to the city as a space for 
open democracy and dialogue and testament to the complex’s spatial relevance within the 
city just four years after the project was completed. Many of the students came from the 
UNAM, whose campus was another of the great symbols of architecture and the Mexican 
Miracle. While they were the beneficiaries of the federal government’s grandest projects, 
the students demanded a voice in the policies that directly affected them, claiming that 
democracy and dialogue were fundamentally lacking in the ruling party and its 
institutions. Tlatelolco has come to represent the failure of the Mexican Miracle and 
modernist projects more generally have come to represent the authoritarian power of the 
PRI.  

The Mexican Miracle achieved outward indications of success, producing 
economic stability and constant growth, but it was undermined by its failure to address 
underlying political and social problems. Despite major accomplishments, however, 

                                                
249 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 44. 
250 BNHUOP, Tlatelolco, 45. 
251 Carlos Monsiváis, “Ya nunca nada volverá a ser como antes,” Zona Rosa, September 1968, 16-17. 
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underlying problems remained, and perhaps even worsened in the long term. Like the 
economy, the multifamiliares functioned as a temporary symbol of the government’s 
success. The multis became emblematic of the promise of the Mexican Miracle, but 
vertical density did not have a lasting impact as a solution to the housing problem. These 
projects did nothing to stop the rampant unplanned growth in colonias proletarias and on 
the outskirts of the formal city. Nonetheless, these projects defined the urban planning 
goals of the architects most closely allied with the federal government and had an 
important impacts on the longer course of housing policies, leading to the eventual 
adoption of a fully administrative approach that I define in Chapter Five. 

The multifamiliares showed that Mexico’s state workers would accept high-
density vertical dwellings, and the architectural and formal experiments undertaken 
within these projects contributed in important ways to the overall development of the city. 
The model, however did not last. While many have critiqued the model of high-rise 
housing blocks, it was, at the very least an optimistic marshaling of political will to solve 
urban problems. It followed urbanistic principles that benefitted the collective, 
specifically the proposal of multi-family housing, not favored by individual families, but 
more sustainable in terms of urban growth in the long run.  In the twenty-first century, in 
fact, that ideal of urban development has been revived.  But, even the multifamiliares that 
were built have not been sustainable. They outlasted the structures of government 
agencies and political organizations that created them, upon which they depended for 
administration, maintenance and upkeep. At the CUPA, the pool has long ceased to be 
filled and the laundry room is an artifact of the optimistic period in which it was built, 
with the original washing machines from 1947 no longer of any use to residents.  

Pani’s architectural legacy was further damaged during the 1985 earthquake. 
Tlatelolco suffered major damages; the CUPJ was so severely damaged that it was 
demolished rather than repaired, one of the chorus of explosions heard throughout the 
city in the months after the massive quake. Pani faced attacks in the press for the 
structural failings of the multifamiliares, a model that by the 1980s had been totally 
eclipsed, with settlement and urbanization for popular classes almost exclusively taking 
place on the outskirts of urban areas, without the intervention, whether benign or 
negative, of federal housing policy. 
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Chapter Four 
Beyond Pedestals: 

Urban Housing as Social Modernization 
The Mexican Social Security Institute, 1952-1960 

 
This chapter tells the story of how Mexico’s Social Security Agency became a 

major force in the urbanization of Mexico. The primary function of the Instituto 
Mexicano de Seguro Social (Mexican Institute of Social Security, or IMSS), which began 
to function in 1944, was to provide social insurance for Mexico’s salaried workers: the 
fulfillment of a constitutional promise that had been made in 1917. During the 1950s, the 
IMSS developed what it called “social policies of urbanization”: a national agenda 
focused on cultural, social, and economic development that policymakers saw as essential 
to Mexico’s maturation into a modern democratic nation. By 1960 the housing program 
had expanded into a large-scale initiative that led to the construction of residential 
complexes across the capital and industrial cities nationwide. 

In this chapter I briefly describe the evolution of Mexico’s social welfare 
program: its emergence as a subsidy for industrialization during World War II, the 
extension of coverage to a large group of beneficiaries and the initial growth of the 
agency during the 1950s, and its adoption of worker housing as part of its institutional 
mission in 1956. 252 The IMSS housing program was, in part, a strategy to keep workers 
content and loyal to the ruling party while at the same time providing material evidence 
of the government’s efforts to deliver on the social promises of the Mexican Revolution. 
The industrial workers covered by the IMSS were an important political base. They were 
also fundamental to the nation’s long-term economic growth as producers and as 
consumers of domestic manufactured goods. 

The IMSS housing program was the first federal program to assume the 
responsibility for building worker housing as part of an explicit national plan.253 I show 
how the program evolved out of a more general broadening of social welfare and within a 
major architectural campaign as the IMSS designed its first “social housing” complex, 
Unidad Santa Fe. Santa Fe was inaugurated in 1957 under Antonio Ortiz Mena, who 
served as head of the agency from 1952-1958. I then analyze the design of Unidad 
Independencia, inaugurated in 1960, as the culmination of the IMSS architectural vision 
of integrated planning for industrial workers under the next director, Benito Coquet 
(1958-1964).  

Through the work of the agency’s architects and planners, the IMSS became an 
agent of modernization, proving housing, urban services, education and training for 

                                                
252 On the IMSS and Avila Camacho see Ricardo Pozas Horcasitas, “El desarrollo de la seguridad 

social” and Ariel Rodríguez Kuri, “Adolfo López Mateos y la gran política nacional” in César Camacho 
Quiroz, Mílada Bazant de Saldaña, and Martha Anaya, eds., Adolfo López Mateos, una vida dedicada a la 
política. 1910-2010 (Toluca de Lerdo, Estado de México: Gobierno del Estado de México, 2010). And 
Gabriela Barajas Martínez, “Políticas de bienestar social del Estado posrevolucionario: IMSS, 1941-1958,” 
en Política y Cultura 33 (primavera 2010): 61-82. 

253 Although the Pension Office was a federal agency, its housing was for its own employees, not 
workers. Some other agencies had made efforts to build housing, but none had developed and begun to 
execute a plan on a national scale.  
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workers, in an attempt to ease their transition into a “new way of life” for the modern 
industrial workforce. IMSS architects and planners embraced the idea that improving the 
material wellbeing of its beneficiaries would preempt and discourage worker unrest and 
promote adherence to the values of industrial capitalism, helping workers and their 
families become active consumers and supporters of the PRI. The IMSS, like the Pension 
Office, was a social welfare agency. Unlike the Pension Office, however, the IMSS had 
no obligation to provide housing for its beneficiaries. This chapter demonstrates how the 
housing program contributed to the goals of the agency and contributed to a new agenda 
of urban development.  

At Santa Fe, the agency built worker housing as an indirect subsidy to urban 
industrial workers, an economic benefit with cultural benefits for workers and the country 
as a whole. At Independencia, the IMSS architects more fully integrated social services 
and the arts, in an effort to support the cultural evolution of the Mexican family. 
Throughout this period, the agency pursued cultural and economic development through 
state-sponsored urbanization and modernist planning. By 1960 these goals defined the 
government’s development agenda, making urban housing key to managing the 
relationship between the state and organized labor. When the IMSS took on housing, the 
federal government effectively assumed the constitutional obligation of employers to 
provide housing for workers.  

Social welfare, like employer-sponsored housing, was part of Article 123 in the 
1917 Constitution. Section XXIX promised, “not only the assurance of humane working 
conditions” and other protections for workers during the hours of employment, but also to 
promote institutions guaranteeing broader measures of social welfare such as old-age and 
disability assistance as well as unemployment benefits to “aid that great army of 
involuntarily unemployed workers who constitute an imminent threat to public 
security.”254 Social insurance was generally supported by national political elites, but the 
establishment of a social security program faced opposition from state governors and 
businesses, who resisted federal jurisdiction over labor, a necessary precursor to a 
national program of social welfare.255 Federal social welfare programs did not become a 
reality until 1943.  

In the years after the revolution, organized labor became an ever-closer ally of the 
ruling party, eventually becoming a major supporter of the PRI. In 1932, the federal 
government gained power over local and state agencies in the passage of labor law and 
the organized labor coalition (like the government itself) expanded and consolidated 
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power, in particular during the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940). In 1936, a 
handful of fragmented labor organizations came together, forming the Confederación de 
Trabajadores Mexicanos (the Confederation of Mexican Workers, or CTM), an 
organization that eventually became “a reliable and often uncritical appendage of the 
official party and, by extension, the president.”256 While Cárdenas took important steps to 
support workers’ rights, he did not attempt to pass social security legislation during his 
presidency.  

President Avila Camacho (1940-1946) passed the Ley Federal de Seguro Social 
on December 31, 1942. Like many of Avila Camacho’s economic policies, the social 
security program emphasized the shared interests of organized labor and national 
capitalists, solidifying the power of the PRI and consolidating the bases of support that 
would help maintain its control. One IMSS economist argued that social security benefits 
would be directly tied to an increased demand for domestic manufactured goods. 
“Industrial development, the expansion of credit, and social security are synchronous,” he 
argued, “and they work together in a reciprocal process… to accelerate balanced and 
sustainable economic development in Mexico.”257 Like price and rent controls focused on 
protecting urban consumers, the IMSS housing program was a way to both appease 
organized labor and reduce employer costs.  

Ávila Camacho’s “National Unity” agenda after World War II strengthened the 
institutional ties between the PRI and organized labor, and further emphasized the 
importance of urban industrial laborers over peasant organizations. Had Cárdenas passed 
social welfare legislation, it likely would have followed a plan outlined in 1938 that 
included independent workers and ejidatarios (beneficiaries of the agrarian reform). By 
the time the social security law passed in 1943, it was targeted solely to urban industrial 
workers. This change reflected both pragmatic constraints and a shift from Cárdenas’ 
focus on peasants and land reform to Avila Camacho’s emphasis on urban workers and 
the industrial economy.258  

During World War II the left allied with the PRI and manufacturing capitalists 
under the shared assumption that to adequately prevent foreign control and prioritize 
industrialization, Mexico had “no alternative but to deepen the capitalist transformation 
of its society in the immediate postwar period.”259 As historian Barry Carr has argued, 
“for most of the left, capitalist modernization was not only inevitable but eminently 
desirable, provided it occurred within certain guidelines.”260 In the landmark Pacto 
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Obrero-Industrial (the Labor and Industry Pact, often referred to as the pacto obrero), 
brokered by the PRI and passed in 1945, workers declared their intent to work together 
with the industrialists of Mexico.261 Their common goals included national economic 
independence, economic development, and “the elevation of the material and cultural 
conditions (of) …the great majority of our people.”262 The left, Carr notes, did not 
indiscriminately embrace capitalist development or economic liberalism. Rather, 
workers’ organizations sought involvement in designing the economic project of the 
state, specifically the protection of worker and peasant living standards. But it is not clear 
they had much, if any, direct involvement in setting the terms of the housing program.  

In this context of collaboration and the rhetoric of promoting the mutual interest 
of industry and workers, the federal government officially (even if not completely) took 
responsibility for worker housing. Conditions for the majority of Mexico’s urban 
workers, however, remained precarious despite major gains in the industrial economy and 
the closer ties between organized labor and the ruling party. The scarcity of adequate 
housing and high rents were crucial issues for urban industrial workers in the capital (and 
in all industrialized areas of the country). Government-built housing was appealing, in 
part, because it directly addressed popular living conditions, but unlike labor regulations, 
salary controls, or state intervention to regulate labor conditions, it did not threaten 
businesses or capital accumulation.  

Institutional Beginnings 
Until the mid-1950s, the IMSS focused on medical care, established a pension 

system, and extended benefits to an ever-increasing number of beneficiaries. The agency 
began the process of extending coverage to workers and their families in 1949 with 
355,527 industrial workers from the Federal District. Initially the IMSS covered only 
urban workers, in key industrial areas, but during the 1950s, the agency grew and 
coverage gradually spread across the country.263 By 1958 the program covered all states 
with about two and a half million beneficiaries, a number that continued to grow into the 
1960s, reaching over seven million in 1966. The IMSS collected contributions of six 
percent of workers’ daily salaries from employers, three percent from workers 
themselves, and contributed an additional three percent (up to a total of twelve pesos per 
day).264  
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IMSS agency headquarters, designed by Carlos Obregón Santacilia, 1950. 

 
During its first decade, the IMSS embarked on a major building campaign. 

Architectural historian Rodolfo Santa María González calls the period between 1944 and 
1961 “a heroic era of hospital building in Mexico.”265 And the IMSS was one of a 
number of new and expanding government agencies whose headquarters began to 
dominate downtown corridors near Avenida de la Reforma: Carlos Obregón Santacilia 
designed the IMSS offices in 1950. These skyscrapers symbolized the promise and power 
of state agencies both literally and figuratively. Even before 1943, the construction of 
urban hospitals had played a major role in both the built environment of the city and as a 
symbol of the achievements of the post-revolutionary state in providing health care, one 
of the pillars of the revolutionary ideology.266 Both health and education were a major 
focus of institution building, in the literal sense of constructing hospitals and schools and 
in the broader sense of creating a system of state agencies and legislation. After social 
security legislation passed, the agency had to begin providing medical care “overnight,” 
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Pública.  



 89 

bringing a sense of urgency to the plans for building hospitals and medical centers.267 In 
its general outlines, the architectural trajectory of the IMSS hospitals followed that of 
state-sponsored housing: it began with functionalist buildings closely tied to the 
revolutionary rhetoric of social change in the 1930s, then turned to larger and more 
showy international style buildings in the 1940s. These were followed by a mature style 
exemplified by the Centro Médico Nacional in 1961, with extensive use of murals and 
artwork as well as the elaborate use of integración plástica. This later style came to be 
identified with the agency and has become an important aspect of tis institutional identity. 

 

 
Instituto de Higiene de Popotla, 1925, José Villagrán García. 

This building is considered the first modern building in Mexico, following many of the principles of 
functionalism. 

 

 
El Hospital de la Raza, Enrique Yáñez, 1951. 

This hospital was designed in what might best be described as “International Style.” 
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Centro Médico Nacional, Enrique Yáñez and collaborators, 1961. 

This monumental medical complex (pictured here in 1970) used modernist planning principles and 
extensive integración plástica, such as in the building pictured here, which has relief sculptures by 

Federico Cantú. This complex, and this style, became emblematic of the IMSS in the 1960s. 
 
The IMSS was defined by its architectural program. Under Antonio Ortiz Mena 

(1952-1958), the agency experimented with various formats for housing, first building 
the Unidad Narvarte in the south of the city, a modest multifamily building with almost 
five hundred units. This was followed by two “Unidades Vecinales” in the state of 
Mexico, an area that was quickly becoming developed for industry, two complexes for 
minimum wage workers (these were started by the BNHUOP), and four experimental 
multifamiliares outside the central Valley of Mexico (in the provinces).268 By far the most 
important housing complex of this period was the Unidad Santa Fe, designed by Mario 
Pani’s Taller de Urbanismo, which housed over two thousand residents. Under Benito 
Coquet (1958-1964), the agency built three “Unidades de Servicios Sociales y de 
Habitación,” or Social Service and Housing Complexes, a name that conveys the dual 
emphasis at these developments. All three were inaugurated between 1959-1960. Unidad 
Independencia, designed by Antonio Prieto and José María Gutiérrez to house about 
10,000 residents was inaugurated in 1960. The smallest, Unidad Hidalgo in Manzanillo, 
Colima (also designed by Prieto and Gutiérrez) had just 205 units. Ciudad Sahagún, in 
Hidalgo (designed by Gutiérrez), was by far the largest. It was intended for 40,000 
inhabitants, a massive complex in an important industrial city.  

The IMSS housing program provided shelter for a small minority of workers, 
doing little to improve overall living conditions. Even with two directors who prioritized 
housing policy and strong support from the executive, the program was unable to deliver 
results on a scale that even approached the needs of urban workers. The impact of the 
definition of worker housing as a responsibility of the social security agency, however, 
was decisive. It set the terms for the formation of the worker housing finance program 
developed in 1970, which became a major force in the urbanization of Mexican cities. 
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That program would, in the end, abandon the integration of housing with social services, 
as well as the goal of providing cultural development for workers and their families. 
Despite these later shifts, it was the initial expansion of social security to include housing 
that established the role of the federal social welfare agency in worker housing.  

The Expansion of Social Security 
“As soon as I took charge of Social Security,” wrote Antonio Ortiz Mena, “I was 

instructed by the President to extend its benefits, first to more of our fellow citizens, and 
then in magnitude, in scope, and in concept.”269 In addition to the medical care and 
pension benefits already provided by the agency, Ortiz Mena’s new agenda focused on 
education, training, the prevention of disease, and improving workers’ quality of life. 
Housing was an effort to do all of these. While the IMSS did not build at the same 
vertical scale as the Pension Fund, its housing plan was equally monumental. IMSS 
planning was still based on modernism, but followed a different set of influences. The 
IMSS plans prioritized the design of public spaces over individual residences, following 
the emphasis of later CIAM on “the Heart of the City,” an urban planning doctrine that 
promoted the development of community life and individual fulfillment in particular 
through the design of public spaces. For the IMSS this meant the physical integration of 
social services within a central plaza, and the programmatic integration of housing into 
larger platforms of social welfare and economic development. 

Antonio Ortiz Mena was Director of the IMSS for the presidency of Adolfo Ruíz 
Cortines, 1952 to 1958. Ortiz Mena was a lawyer who had been the Assistant Director of 
the National Bank of Mortgages, Urbanization and Public Works (the BNHUOP, the 
focus of Chapter Five), where he oversaw lending to state agencies and worker 
organizations. Ortiz Mena initiated large-scale administrative and economic reforms 
within the IMSS to improve the capacity and efficiency of the agency.270 After his time as 
director of the IMSS, Ortiz Mena became Minister of Finance, a position in which he 
became the principal proponent of “stabilizing development.”271  

Like many of the programs of Ruíz Cortines, who succeeded Miguel Alemán, the 
federal housing and social welfare policies of this period focused on correcting the ills of 
the previous administration, especially the lack of fiscal discipline. The presumption and 
arrogance of the multifamiliares were typical of the Alemán administration: they were 
massive and heroic, monuments to the power of the federal government. And, they went 
directly against the well-known preference among Mexicans of living in single-family 
homes. The IMSS pursued a middle ground, with a combination of single-family homes 
and modest vertical housing. 
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The Pension Office set a precedent for the involvement of a social welfare agency 
as a major provider of housing. Rather than function as an example for private companies 
to follow, however, the Pension Office’s housing program had the opposite effect. The 
social security agency took on the problem of worker housing, and while its building 
program wasn’t sustainable in the long term, the government responsibility stuck. Rather 
than encourage private employers to build housing, the work of the Pension Office and 
the IMSS encouraged workers to demand housing from the government.   

Unidad Santa Fe: Social Services Complex Number One 
The Unidad Santa Fe was the first housing complex built by the federal 

government for workers under a broad national initiative. In this section, I describe the 
goals of the IMSS as patron of Santa Fe. We have already seen that architecture was 
essential to the agency’s institutional identity, I argue that the design of its housing 
program provides evidence about the agency’s overall plans both in terms of housing 
workers and more broadly as a major post WWII institution that pursued social policies 
to complement the economic policies of stabilizing development.  

The IMSS platform of integrated social policy defined quality of life, and thus 
worker housing, as an economic problem that could (and should) be solved by the 
agencies of the federal government. Ortiz Mena explained that Santa Fe had been built 
“with one central idea: to provide social services with the aim of achieving collective 
benefit.”272 But the way he described this collective benefit was evidence of an important 
change from the first projects for industrial workers like Legarreta’s Casas Obreras in the 
1930s and from the multifamiliares designed by Mario Pani after World War II. “Every 
one of the residents of the Unidad, from the moment they arrive,” he claimed, would 
benefit from “improvements in real income and, always, an improvement in terms of 
physical, cultural and civic development.”273 In other words, the collective benefit of 
Santa Fe was defined first as financial savings for individual workers. The personal 
development of residents was an added benefit, of course, but Ortiz Mena’s policies 
privileged the indirect subsidy to workers as the explanatory logic for the housing 
program. 

In 1956, housing officially became a part of the IMSS mission and the agency 
embarked on a campaign to solve the housing crisis as a matter of great importance for 
the future of the nation. 274 Thus began what Miguel García Cruz, an IMSS economist and 
engineer, called “a vast plan of construction.”275 The housing program, “would not be 
limited to raising buildings,” but rather would provide the context for a range of 
education and other services from hygiene and health education, maternal and infant care, 
to the opportunities for cultural expression and beneficial recreation with features like 
theaters, libraries, community centers and sports clubs. “In sum,” wrote García Cruz, the 
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IMSS sought to “create a series of environmental conditions that would together produce 
the best Mexicans.”276  

Santa Fe’s Radical Beginnings: Lomas de Becerra 
As with many worker housing projects, the history of the Santa Fe site began with 

the involvement of successive government agencies. The IMSS plan followed an 
abandoned effort to construct worker housing there in 1943. The Lomas de Becerra 
project, a collaboration with the Departamento del Distrito Federal (The Department of 
the Federal District DDF), was similar in many ways to the Casas Obreras designed by 
Juan Legarreta (see Chapter Two). Both architects were passionately dedicated to the 
ideal of urban transformation for the benefit of industrial workers.277 Hannes Meyer, the 
architect of Lomas de Becerra, was an ardent communist and an orthodox functionalist. 
He had arrived in Mexico in 1938 after serving as director of the Bauhaus from 1928-30, 
and as a planner in the Soviet Union from 1930-36. Meyer was appointed Technical 
Director of the Department of Worker Housing in the Secretariat of Labor and Social 
Welfare, under Ignacio García Tellez, a key collaborator of Cárdenas who had elaborated 
the original plan for Social Security in 1938. The complex was intended for workers from 
a cement factory and an asbestos factory located nearby. As de Anda has noted, those 
local factories were legally obligated to build worker housing; he suggests that the 
Secretariat may have taken on Lomas Becerra as a normative project to set an example 
for future worker housing built by employers.278 The exact details are unknown, but 
Meyer’s project was abandoned and the land was eventually passed to the IMSS. His 
position at the Secretariat didn’t amount to much—the agency never completed a project 
of any consequence. But his perspective on worker housing is evidence of an important 
change among radical architects working within the state. 

Meyer had arrived in Mexico with the goal of contributing to the revolutionary 
project through modernist architecture and planning. While working with the Secretariat, 
Meyer gave a presentation at the Second National Conference of Workers’ Health and 
Hygiene in which, according to historians Adrián Gorelik and Jorge Francisco Liernur, 
Meyer “attempted to convince industrialists of the advantages of providing their 
employees with dignified homes and a comfortable work place in terms of the potential 
for increased yields in manufacturing, turning to Soviet examples just as much as the 
North American studies of the Taylor system.”279 But by the time of his work with García 
Tellez he had come to realize that the “revolutionary state” had made peace with private 
capital and economic development. Although he still promoted the planning of 
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functionalist worker housing, Meyer’s rationale shifted from idealism towards 
acquiescence; he accepted the compromise inherent in promoting housing based on the 
shared interest of workers and urban industry. No longer was the state maximizing its 
investment to provide housing for more beneficiaries as a distributive policy based on the 
rights of workers to housing; instead, it was funding worker housing a part of a larger 
project of state-sponsored industrialization. In March 1943, the IMSS acquired the Lomas 
de Becerra site and in 1946 the agency declared its intentions to create a “population 
center” there, specifying that it would be for families of the proletarian class.280 In 1953, 
ten years after acquisition of the site, Mario Pani’s Taller de Urbanismo finally began a 
project there.281 The Unidad de Servicios Sociales Número 1 (Social Security Complex 
Number 1), eventually called Unidad Santa Fe, would finally be inaugurated in July of 
1957.  

Santa Fe: Proximity above all 
“The first goal of the policies of the IMSS in terms of worker housing,” Ortiz 

Mena wrote, was the efficient location of worker housing complexes (i.e., locations near 
their workplaces). As we saw in Chapter Two, the efficient design of workers’ homes 
was a priority in the 1920s and 1930s, or even the rational use of urban space, which as 
we saw in Chapter Three, became a priority in the 1940s.282 Improvements in the lives of 
IMSS beneficiaries, Ortiz Mena claimed, were to be achieved primarily through “savings 
of both money and time spent on transportation.” 283 Services and all other needs were 
integrated within residential complexes based on the assumption that their proximity to 
workers’ homes was economically beneficial. He calculated five to seven percent of the 
salary of an industrial worker was spent on transportation for each family member that 
had to commute to work. The proximity of childcare, commerce, and other services 
would also contribute to financial savings for workers’ families. Through housing 
workers in complexes like Santa Fe, the IMSS could essentially subsidize their real 
income by upwards of seven percent, without intervening in the workplace and without 
the direct involvement of businesses. Put another way, the ideal of increasing workers’ 
real income had not been abandoned, but the means to achieve this was no longer through 
the redistribution of resources, but rather by using planning and design to help workers 
keep more of their earnings. In this sense this approach made some use of modernist 
planning, but the underlying logic was financial rather than architectural. 

Not only would beneficiaries avoid the “physical fatigue and spiritual dejection” 
caused by a long commute, but workers living close to their place of employment would 
also be able to dedicate their free time to relaxation and beneficial forms of leisure, 
essential aspects of “cultural improvement” (superación cultural). Presumably, that extra 
income would also boost consumption and personal savings rates, the two major goals of 
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federal economic policies aimed at workers.284 Because this formula was dependent on 
maintaining geographic proximity, homes were intended only for rental, not sale, “as 
such, avoiding transfer to people who may work in an industry not located in the 
surrounding area or not belonging to the Social Security system.”285 Location of 
employment was the first criterion for selecting beneficiaries for IMSS housing, 
supplemented by the degree of necessity based on family composition, salary and present 
living condition.286 As we saw in the previous chapter, Pani’s plans for the Pension 
Office had extended to the reorganization of urban space and transportation. The IMSS 
plans, by contrast, located workers’ housing close to already-existing places of 
employment. Rather than modernize the city’s roadways and use home building to create 
an urban environment increasingly defined by automobile transportation, the IMSS 
proposed to locate worker housing near where beneficiaries already worked.  

In July 1957, the article “The IMSS Does Not Sell Its Homes” appeared in a 
special edition of Arquitectura México published to celebrate the inauguration of Santa 
Fe. “For every family to own its own home,” the author wrote, “is a fantasy that the 
majority of working people have almost no chance of attaining, and only with great 
sacrifice.” This fantasy, he continued, was “a mirage that, like a virus, reproduces 
dangerously.”287 While the vertical density model of the Pension Office had been a 
statement against the model of single-family homes, the IMSS policies were a statement 
against home ownership as a viable model for worker housing.   

The complex 
Santa Fe was not only the first “Unidad de Servicios Sociales,” but as de Anda 

points out, the first housing complex to be called a “unidad.”288 The site plan was based 
on the concept of the Heart of the City developed at the 1951 Eighth CIAM Congress, 
which called for a greater relationship between architecture, civic design, and community 
life.289 This meant more attention to public spaces such as the plaza, which was called the 
“centro cívico-asistencial,” a name that might be translated as “civic and social assistance 
center.” This center was intended as the community focal point, defined by the presence 
of IMSS social services and bordered by one of two commercial areas (including barbers, 
beauty shops and cafes). The complex also included schools, day care, gardens and sports 
fields. The density at Santa Fe was much lower than at the CUPA (343 inhabitants per 
hectare to the CUPA’s 1,350); the open space was only 35%, with residences taking up 
44% of the surface area. More than half of the residences were single-family homes 
(1268), with 23 mid-sized multifamiliares that lined one edge of the complex (923 
apartments total). The complex housed over 13,000 residents.  

                                                
284 García Cruz, 245. 
285 García Cruz, 245. 
286 García Cruz, 245. 
287 It is not clear who HG is or why he would sign the article with only initials. HG, “El IMSS no 

vende sus casas.” Arquitectura México, 59, 140. 
288 De Anda, 310. 
289 See de Anda for more details on the use of the Heart of the City, 312-35. 
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An aerial photograph of the Unidad Santa Fe site. The taller, multifamily buildings are concentrated at the 
edge of the complex, on the right here, with three near the foreground. The “centro cívico-asistencial” is at 

the center. 
  

 
Multifamily buildings at Santa Fe Single-family homes at Santa Fe 

 
While the use of space and design of the common areas were well elaborated, the 

quality of the complex was lacking. Even Pani complained later that the result of the 
effort to build cheaply at Santa Fe had resulted in homes that were “like cabins,” using 
the complex as a rationale for his return to vertical density at Tlatelolco. De Anda 
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suggests that the cheap materials used at Santa Fe were probably the result of budgetary 
limitations, but he argues that the lack of quality was most striking in the design of the 
homes themselves.290 In short, the design of the first social services housing complex was 
uninspired.  

Ortiz Mena described the efforts of the IMSS as a means for the president and the 
agency to collaborate in solving the housing problem “but not only to build homes and 
apartments, as important as that is.” He emphasized the need to “establish an entirely new 
way of life for workers and their families.” Santa Fe, he claimed, would be both “an 
example and a synthesis” of the social services offered by the IMSS.291 Ortiz Mena’s 
expansion of social security meant more than just building housing and hospitals. Under 
his tenure the agency also constructed a series of “Unidades de Servicios Médicos y 
Sociales” in almost all of the state capitals and a number of other major cities across the 
country. The Unidades were complexes with a hospital and clinic (or a clinic with 
hospital beds), as well as various other facilities such as an IMSS Center for Family 
Wellbeing, a youth center, theater, sports center, and educational facilities surrounding a 
central open plaza. Many were located in workers’ neighborhoods, and were designed to 
be a focal point of community life and promote the productive use of workers’ free 
time.292  

Integrating social services, IMSS 1958-1964 
The growth of the IMSS continued after 1958 under President Adolfo López 

Mateos (1958-64). As a former Secretary of Labor, López Mateos prioritized the 
relationship between workers and the state and saw social security as an aspect of social 
modernization and development. López Mateos sought to solidify the ties between labor 
and the PRI as a means to further the process of industrialization in Mexico. He 
constantly emphasized the connections between social security and the promises of the 
Mexican Revolution, a discursive strategy that helped further deepen state support for 
labor into an institutional alliance. López Mateos appointed Benito Coquet as the 
agency’s director, a position he held from 1958 to 1964.293 Coquet was a visionary. Ortiz 
Mena had been focused on raising the real income of IMSS beneficiaries. Coquet sought 
to continue the process of economic development and simultaneously enrich the lives of 
workers through culture and education. Following a model that combined the framework 
of integrated services established under Ortiz Mena with an approach that resembled that 
of the former Secretary of Education José Vasconcelos, the great patron of Mexican 
muralists in the 1920s, Coquet believed in the capacity of the arts to inspire national 
identity and civic pride, creating a new class of enlightened Mexicans.294  

                                                
290 De Anda, 312. 
291 De Anda, 312. 
292 Rodolfo Santa María González, “Arquitectura para la salud integral: La Obra del IMSS, 1958-

1964” in Enrique Ayala Alonso, Marco Tulio Peraza Guzmán, Lourdes Cruz González Franco, eds. 
Segunda modernidad urbano arquitectónica: proyectos y obras, 222. 

293 For more on López Mateos and Social Security, see Adolfo López Mateos, La Doctrina Mexicana 
de la Seguridad Social: Documentos para la historia de un gobierno. México: Editorial La Justicia, 1960.  

294 Benito Coquet, Notas para una semblanza de México. México: Talleres Gráficos de la Nación, 
1957.  
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During his time as Director of the IMSS, Coquet became interested in Vasco de 
Quiroga, a sixteenth-century Franciscan bishop from Michoacán.295 Quiroga had 
promoted the construction of hospital-towns, in which all social, cultural and educational 
needs of inhabitants could be met in situ. Coquet enshrined Quiroga as “the precursor of 
Mexican social security.”296 This legacy established the IMSS as a benevolent guide for 
workers in a brave new world, echoing the paternalism of the Franciscans. It also 
provided an alternative to the idea of urban workers as politically active and organized, 
promoting again the role of the IMSS as pacifier of laborers through its institutional 
functions outside the workplace. The (supposed) organizing principles of Quiroga’s 
settlements—de-centralized services to promote the self-sufficiency of villages and the 
importance of the arts—served as the basis for Unidad Independencia.  

A New City is Born! 
Unidad Independencia was located in El Batán, a former hacienda in the 

delegation Magdalena Contreras in the southwest of the Federal District. Magdalena 
Contreras had been settled by farm and textile laborers for many decades, but retained 
large areas of undeveloped land. After the 1940s, the region saw an increase in 
population, including informal settlements, as laborers moved to the area to work in 
paper factories and other industries. The site now sits adjacent to the Anillo Periférico, 
the beltway that circumscribes the city, which was extended there in 1963, a factor that 
spurred further residential development in the area throughout the following decades.297 
Unidad Independencia provided housing for 2,500 “familias humildes,” (humble 
families) a total of 15,000 people who would live in a mixture of single family and multi-
family units. The complex was divided in three neighborhoods of about 5,000 residents, a 
size that was considered ideal as a population center to foster a sense of community.298 
Sometimes called Ciudad Independencia (“Independence City”), it was widely celebrated 
in the press with the byline “A New City is Born!” 

Each neighborhood had its own school and basic commercial outlets, all within 
250 meters of every residence. The complex included three commercial centers, a central 
market, three primary schools, three nursery schools, childcare facilities, a clinic, theater, 
auditorium, an open-air theater and various IMSS and community buildings. This project 
was the height of integration—in social services, the arts, and every aspect of its 
planning. Through these strategies, the architects sought to humanize the complex, thus 
contributing to the cultural development of the industrial workforce. They saw the social 
services, the arts, and the improvements in quality of life as a way to help residents find 

                                                
295 Quiroga served 28 years as bishop, instructing indigenous villages to specialize in marketable 

artisanal products as a strategy to achieve economic independence, establishing patterns that continue to 
this day, not only in the areas around Pátzcuaro where he worked, but also across Mexico.  

296 In this, also, Coquet’s approach resembled that of Vasconcelos, who promoted the Mexican 
mestizo as the ideal (“cosmic”) race. 

297 It is not clear the extent to which the location of Independencia either took into consideration the 
future Periférico, or perhaps, how much the Periférico was planned in relationship to the complex or the 
more general expansion of the southwest of which it was a part. This also represents an avenue for future 
inquiry, especially given the emphasis on the coordinated planning at Independencia and the IMSS 
emphasis on proximity to places of employment.  

298 IMSS, Unidad Independencia de Servicios Sociales y de Habitación. IMSS: Mexico 1961, 14. 
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personal fulfillment. These strategies were part of a larger program that tied cultural 
development to housing. For example, as I describe below, the IMSS defined men as 
workers in modern industry and women as the head of the family, and thus at the center 
of development policies in a changing discourse about family life and the role of modern 
planning.  

 
 

 
Plan and photo of complex from IMSS, Unidad Independencia 
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Real Estate and Construction, Alejandro Prieto and José María Gutiérrez. Unlike 

Pani, who had been hired by various agencies, Prieto and Gutiérrez worked solely for the 
IMSS, and their job was not only to design housing, but also to develop a plan for its 
expansion within the agency. The pair drew on a broad range of influences, integrating 
social services following the IMSS model and incorporating open spaces and gardens 
inspired by the Garden Cities movement. But, the project was, above all, modeled on the 
Athens Charter, which the architects called their “guiding ideal.”299 The first section of an 
information booklet describing Independencia began with an introduction to the Charter 
of Athens, with a description of the ways that Independencia fulfilled (or surpassed) each 
of the four basic functions: dwelling, recreation, work and transportation. “The project’s 
creators,” the brochure promised, “have ensured that each and every one of (the Athens 
Charter’s) demands has been programed to attain maximum efficiency.”300 The Athens 
Charter emphasized the role of the urban environment in shaping relationships between 
individuals and the community, and its impact on the psychological state of residents.  

At Independencia, 67% of the complex’s surface area was dedicated to parks and 
gardens, less than Pani’s 80%, but more than Santa Fe. Rather than vast open spaces, 
however, the planners envisioned the complex as a park with housing distributed within 
it, “such that residents have, at the door of their home, and even in their back patios, that 
green space that revives and stimulates their activity… every home has what amounts to a 
private green space, such that people all ages, men and women, will find a veritable 
solace in their use.”301 As a result, the complex feels far more verdant than the CUPA. 
Independencia resembled a village, with numerous smaller buildings (and a handful of 
larger ones) and narrow tree-lined passageways. Communal spaces such as the civic 
plaza were large, but even the multifamily buildings at Independencia blended into the 
surrounding landscape. The architects’ goal of visual harmony with the landscape and 
human proportions made the environment genuinely appealing, replete with small hills 
with a variety of modest vistas, a stark comparison with the CUPA where the viewer is 
forced to see the entire complex at once and where the radical modern architectural 
statement was an important aspect of its role in the urban environment. 

                                                
299 IMSS, Unidad Independencia, 11.  
300 IMSS, Unidad Independencia, 7. 
301 IMSS, Unidad Independencia, 30. 
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View of a multi-family unit at Unidad Independencia among the trees. 

 
Personal improvement (at the level of individuals and within families) represented 

a new mode of national development, one that was conflated with urbanization and 
membership in an idealized urban middle class. Coquet emphasized the responsibility of 
the state “to organize a humane life for workers, who are, in reality the creators of a new 
progress” in the age of industrialization. “Unidad Independencia,” he claimed “aspires to 
provide Mexican workers with something more – much more—than a roof for shelter. It 
is rooted in utopia, because in Mexico, utopia has become and is becoming a reality.”302 
This was not a radical socialist utopia, of course, but an industrial capitalist one. The 
potential of providing a better life for urban industrial workers was especially important, 
the IMSS suggested, given that many were “without roots” in the city. “More than 60% 
of the population in the capital comes from the countryside,” the brochure noted. But, the 
families of IMSS beneficiaries “require a solution that does not merely aid them in 
finding a place to settle down, but rather offers them the possibility to improve their 
character.”303 This logic characterized the process of urbanization as cultural 
development.  

The new concept of personal improvement replaced the ideal of hygiene and 
morality that had defined earlier modernization programs. Independencia had more 
resources dedicated to recreation and sports than any other complex in Mexico to date, 
going far beyond any CIAM guidelines. The complex included a sports club with a 
gymnasium, pool, soccer field, four basketball courts, four frontones and room for 
peloteo and archery. The brochure explained that it was important for Social Security to 

                                                
302 IMSS, Unidad Independencia, 4. 
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ensure that residents in the poorer neighborhoods of the city were provided “adequate 
occupations for their free hours, which may contribute to the constant personal 
improvement of beneficiaries and their families.”304 This was a long-standing belief, 
dating even to the Porfiriato, and as we have seen, the multifamiliares also included 
sports and recreational facilities. But Independencia did not build these amenities with 
savings of money (and space) afforded by vertical density.  
 

 
Recreation complex. IMSS, Unidad Independencia 

 
In all the features of the complex, the IMSS promised, workers would find “the 

impulse to nourish the ties of solidarity within their families and the active bonds of 
friendship that provide a constant source of improvement, making them integral to 
Mexico’s own aspiration: the progress of all of its children.”305 The portrayal of 
citizenship at Independencia was based on the unification of grand historical narratives 
with the social and cultural institutions of the federal government and the cultural 

                                                
304 IMSS, Unidad Independencia, 28. 
305 IMSS, Unidad Independencia, 5. 
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evolution of modern urban Mexicans. This was primarily executed through the 
integration of the arts and history at the site, but also depended on the humanistic feeling 
of the complex and the dedication of resources to build the extensive recreation facilities 
for residents described above. 

As we saw in Chapter Three, Pani had used integración plástica in the traditional 
spaces for sculpture and decoration (within interiors of buildings and in patios and 
entryways) and to highlight architectural features. Prieto and Gutiérrez used integración 
plástica in similar ways, but also employed the concept more fully at Independencia’s 
civic center. The complex included about eighty mosaic mural designs designed by 
illustrator and artist Francisco Eppens Helguera. The mid-size residential buildings at 
Unidad Independencia incorporated murals quite similar to the ones at Pani’s 
Multifamiliar Juárez. The mural below, for example, depicts Quetzalcóatl, the plumed 
serpent of Aztec legend, centerpiece of the Mexican canon of nationalist iconography. 
Above all, the image complements the landscape, the body a gradation of successive 
green colors echoing the verticality of the adjacent pine and eucalyptus trees. The head 
and tail are ochre, similar in hue to the brick surface surrounding the mural. Another 
example shows animals, these echo folk art renderings and while they are less organic 
and geometric, they resemble popular graphic design of the period, a far cry from the 
social realism of the IMSS murals in its hospital buildings. Like Mérida’s exterior panels, 
they are similar in scale and pattern to the repetition of alternating windows and 
balconies.  

 
Quetzalcóatl mural at Unidad Independencia by Francisco Eppens Helguera 
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Like Santa Fe, Independencia was based on the Heart of the City, but took this 
concept much further, most visibly in the civic center plaza. On the first level was a 
fountain with a symbol of Quetzalcoatl (as in the murals), reproductions of the inscribed 
stones from the pyramid of Tula, and a large statue of Quetzalcoatl. The second level was 
made up of two parts: one dominated by a monumental Mexican flag, the other an 
esplanade leading to the portico of the social security building, decorated with relief 
sculptures. The third level was the focus of the plaza, including the open-air theater and 
the waterfall of Tlaloc, the Aztec god of water, which channeled the flow of a renovated 
ancient aqueduct.  

 
Site plan of the Independencia Civic Center, showing 1. IMSS Social Building 2. Theater 3. 

Women’s Building (where the Center for Family Wellbeing was located) 4. Market 5. Parking 
 
 “Civic centers” the architects wrote, “have been considered the most lively 

expression of the aspirations of a community, the symbol of human relations and the 
open stage on which history unfolds. From the Greek agora to the colonnade of Chichén 
Itzá, from the Roman forum to the Zócalo, the ‘wide and open space’ has been… the true 
genesis of activity and culture of the city.”306 The plaza at Independencia built on the 
familiar Mexican idea of the central plaza as the location of institutions and monuments, 
but it was different in two important ways: first, of course, a church was not a part of the 
plan, and second, the plaza was not established as a palimpsest upon an already existing 
population center as often happened in the colonial period. Rather, it was established ex 
nihilo (at least theoretically) as a new cultural and social focal point independent of the 
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larger city, but located within close distance to places of industrial employment—
concentrations of workers on the outskirts of urban areas that lacked infrastructure and 
services. The residents of Independencia had their own dedicated center because the 
complex was intended to serve as a city within a city. It was not based on ideas about an 
already existing city, or an already existing kind of citizen; it would create both of these. 
This ideal citizen would be involved in organized (productive) leisure activities, a 
member of a vibrant community, connected to history, and interested in the arts—in 
short, the middle class worker-citizen envisioned by the IMSS. 

 

 
The plaza at Unidad Independencia. The Quetzalcóatl sculpture is in the foreground, the Social Security 

building is on the left and a multi-family building with mosaic mural is visible in the background. 
 
The belief that arts and culture would enrich the lives of Mexican workers (as 

well as making them better modern citizens) was fully embraced by the IMSS and was 
literally on display at the civic plaza of Independencia, for example in the mural by 
Federico Cantú that adorned the Teatro Independencia. The full panel illustrated the 
function of the arts as building blocks of ancient Mexican culture and civilization, serving 
as a link to the past glory of pre-Hispanic culture. The etched mural is subtle and quite 
beautiful. Compared to murals at the Ciudad Universitaria, for example, the Cantú’s work 
is a minor decoration rather than a dominant and imposing feature. The façade is a locally 
sourced stone and the mural is carved directly into the building, part of the very material 
itself. The pattern of the stones becomes a texture within the relief, integrating building 
material as an aspect of visual interest. The mural seems an organic element of the 
building, echoing the sculptural reliefs of Mayan architecture. The building was a full-
scale professional theater. The IMSS theater program sponsored the construction of the 
most important theaters in Mexico during the second half of the twentieth century and the 
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sponsorship of a vast theatrical program, part of the agency’s emphasis on “high culture” 
as a means of personal expression, fulfillment, and realization. 307 In addition to the 
extensive program of integración plástica within IMSS architecture and planning, 
including sponsorship of muralism that exceeded the SEP, the IMSS theater program 
sponsored the construction of almost sixty professional theaters in Mexico between 1958 
and 1964, including some of the country’s most important venues. Just as the education 
ministry had patronized murals in the 1920s, the welfare agency patronized the arts in the 
1950s and 60s. 

 
The Teatro Independencia, with mural by Federico Cantú 

 
The civic center’s “stone monuments,” the architects wrote, “permanently 

reaffirm the presence of history.”308 The statue of Miguel Hidalgo, “the father of Mexican 
Independence,” stood at the center of the plaza. The statue of Hidalgo provided a direct 
connection to the political history of Mexico as celebrated through great men and marked 
the event for which the plaza was named. “This civic plaza,” the IMSS brochure 
promised, “will serve as backdrop and living testament to the acts of citizenry of those 
that dwell there so that they may reiterate their commitment to working with improved 

                                                
307 See Jany Edna Castellanos López Psicóloga, Pasado presente y futuro de los teatros del IMSS: Los 

teatros del Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social en la Ciudad de México. México: Bitácora. 
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means, higher stimulus and greater confidence as individuals and as a society, for the 
continuous greatness of the nation, which is also the greatness of our people.”309 Like the 
more grand National Museum of Anthropology and History built in 1968, the civic plaza 
was a space for both the representation and fulfillment of Mexican citizenship.310 This 
built on the long history of official narratives in urban public, such as we saw in the 
centennial celebrations discussed in Chapter One. While the rhetoric was certainly grand, 
the actual contribution to the lives of residents remained vague.  

  
The statue of Miguel Hidalgo at Unidad Independencia. At left, in situ during a more organized 
“act of citizenship,” with the Tlaloc statue in the left foreground. At right, the statue as pictured 

on the cover of the promotional booklet for the complex. 
 

Women and the Future of Mexico 
At the inauguration of Unidad Independencia, President López Mateos delivered 

the first keys to a new resident. A “humble worker” named Francisco Esquivel addressed 
the President: “At first, when I learned that we were to have better homes, I thought it 
must be yet another illusion. …Mr. President, …you have made Mexico greater for 
workers like myself.”311 These “heart-felt, yet simple words,” as one newspaper 
described them, made clear the degree to which the President took on symbolic authority 
in the relationship between workers and the state.312 This paternalistic alliance between 
the chief executive and Mexico’s (masculine) industrial laborers, was paired with the 

                                                
309 IMSS Unidad Independencia, 32. 
310 See Shelly Errington, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress. Berkeley: 
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311 “Editorial: Lo que es y lo que no es la Revolución: A propósito de la Unidad Independencia,” El 
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alliance between the IMSS social services and women, as the chief beneficiaries and re-
distributors of IMSS services within the Mexican family.  

The agency focused on the role of women in social change, cultural 
modernization, and the increasing consumption of manufactured goods. A new program 
of “Popular Education” for example, was intended to “improve the family environment, 
through the teaching of useful knowledge, of immediate benefit in the management of 
family life, providing security for the life and existence of the family and increasing their 
purchasing power… with the goal of increasing and improving the cultural life of the 
nation.”313 These programs, like the housing program itself, emphasized the twin goals of 
improving life for workers’ families and the economic development of the country. 
Women were the primary target of social programs. Rather than be forced to care for 
their families and execute the domestic tasks they had been accustomed to undertaking in 
much more difficult circumstances, at Independencia they would “find their daily 
problems solved,” with stores and services nearby and “constant attention from dietitians, 
doctors, social workers and teachers to guide their home lives with the maximum 
efficiency.”314  
            

 

 
 
 
 

 

Unidad Habitación “Independencia” 
Caption reads: “The social project of the 
President has been well interpreted.”  
The left hand is labeled “Coquet” and the right 
ALM for López Mateos.  
From Excelsior, 22 September, 1960, 5. 

Benito Coquet, Director of the IMSS (left), delivering 
the keys to a home at Unidad Independencia to one of 
the workers who would live there. 
Novedades, September 7, 1960, 1. 
 

                                                
313 La seguridad social en México 1906-1960, 240. During the sexenio they organized 107,000 

women in 68 Casas de Aseguradas (22 rural), in addition they established 364 Clubes de Aseguradas, 26 
Misiones Médico Sociales, 45 Centros de Iniciación Cultural and 23 Centros de Extensión del 
Conocimiento. 

314 Julián Díaz Arias, “Santa Fe: Una Unidad de Servicios Sociales,” Arquitectura México 59, 179. 
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In what some scholars have called the “Revolutionary Family,” the IMSS was 
represented as a manifestation of gendered paternalism: the President was the father 
figure and authority, directly linked to the IMSS through his responsibility in the realm of 
work and economic development, while the Institute was represented as a caring maternal 
figure more directly involved in the everyday life of her beneficiaries.315 This only further 
emphasized the nuclear family and the family home as the target of cultural and 
economic development efforts of the state. The monumental sculptures within the plaza 
presented a decidedly masculine historical narrative. But the IMSS itself was identified 
through a maternal allegory. “Our Lady of the IMSS,” a sculpture by the muralist and 
sculptor Federico Cantú, has become among the most iconic images of the Mexican state 
in the second half of the twentieth century. In an important departure from the tradition of 
state iconography, the image has a Catholic reference, implicitly comparing the 
protective motherly figure of Our Lady of the IMSS to the beloved Mother Mary. This 
was perhaps a populist gesture. Although Catholic saints were central to urban popular 
culture, they were not part of the secular government. In its protection of family and 
maternity, the official iconography of a federal agency was based on a Catholic symbol, 
not of redemption, but of benevolence. Originally designed as a sculptural work at 
Independencia, the image was based on a mural Cantú had painted at Coquet’s home in 
1957 and depicts a stylized woman with a young baby at her breast. She is ensconced in 
the wingspan of a majestic eagle, such that the wings almost seem her own. She is almost 
an angel, and certainly angelic, but her wings belong to the masculine eagle—the symbol 
of Mexico—who is protecting her. Thus “Nuestra Señora,” is a celebration of maternity 
protected by the benevolent state. This image was repeated numerous times in sculpture 
by Cantú in various IMSS projects and a rendering of “Nuestra Señora” serves as the 
logo of the IMSS today.  

 

                                                
315 See, for example, Eric Zolov, Refried Elvis: The Rise of the Mexican Counterculture. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1999. 
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The IMSS logo is a simplified 
version of the original Cantú artwork 
representing “Nuestra Señora del IMSS” 

One of several representations of “Nuestra Señora” 
at Unidad Independencia, a sculpture by Federico Cantú. 

    
This gendered ideology also structured the delivery of social services by the 

agency. The IMSS social programs targeted men and women separately.316 Men received 
social insurance and other financial benefits through their work along with technical 
training; but women and their families were seen as the primary beneficiaries of the 
IMSS social programs. Women learned cooking, needlework, decoration, cosmetology, 
reading and crafts. Men, by contrast, would benefit training focused on industrial 
occupations and the extra-curricular education of children would emphasize their 
potential, as the journalist Carlos Denegri put it in his newspaper column “Buenos Días,” 
to “more readily occupy their place in the society in which they are being raised.”317 The 
IMSS sought ways to reach more male participants so that they could “acquire new 
aptitudes, new skills,” and “raise their income levels,” linking progress for men more 
directly to their earning potential in the labor market.318 Denegri’s column was sub-titled 

                                                
316 See Nichole Sanders, “Improving Mothers: Poverty, the Family and ‘Modern’ Social Assistance in 

Mexico, 1937-1950” in S. E Mitchell, and Patience A, Schell, eds., The Women’s Revolution in Mexico, 
1910-1953. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007. Also see Nichole Marie Sanders, “Gender, Welfare and 
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University of California, Irvine: PhD Dissertation, 2003. 

317 Carlos Denegri, “Buenos Días: Reflejo de Nacionalidad.” Excelsior, October 1, 1959. 
318 IMSS, Centros de Bienestar Familiar, 14. 
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“Reflection of Nationality,” and Denegri concluded: “the new system of housing is 
rooted in the home—the means and ends of all we strive for—the new Mexican 
family.”319 Surprisingly, discussion of “the Mexican family” had been practically absent 
from earlier discussions of housing policy.  The role of women in the homes designed by 
state agencies was schematic at best, restricted to consideration of factors like mothers’ 
ability to supervise children while having easy access to the kitchen and laundry sinks in 
a modern home. In the context of the IMSS literature on social services, the home and the 
mother were emphasized as the center of family life, a concept that reinforced the 
symbolic importance of the single-family home.  

So it was that the longstanding cultural ethos rooted in the nuclear family and 
located in the family home (hogar) came together with the state program of social 
urbanization. “It is hardly necessary to touch upon the importance of the roles wives and 
children play in family life,” a brochure describing the Social Security Centers for Family 
Welfare noted. “Wives are, in the most basic tradition, that force which shape the 
Mexican family, and children, by nature, are that force which carries within (them) the 
seeds of progress.” While they were occasionally mentioned in the IMSS literature as 
direct beneficiaries or potential laborers, the primary goal of the IMSS in terms of women 
and families was supporting women’s role as the source of “community progress” and 
modernity.  

Independencia also included a Center for Family Wellbeing, an IMSS program 
that primarily targeted women. The promotional materials described the Centers as an 
opportunity for laborers and their families to find personal betterment as participants in a 
modern democracy. This improvement included social, cultural and educational goals, all 
of which were focused on the process of integrating the families of Mexican workers into 
a modern urban industrial society. The Centers attempted to raise living standards, 
offering classes in subjects which “intended to help the participants solve the problems 
which retard family life and those which retard community progress—the two areas being 
organically connected.320” In other words, these programs, like the modern living 
conditions of the residences and the urban planning of the complex, would allow 
Mexican workers and their families to evolve into modern citizens of the urban middle 
class. 

                                                
319 Denegri, “Buenos Días.” 
320 Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social, Social Security Centers for Family Welfare. Mexico, 1960, 

12. 
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Women awaiting services at the Centro de Bienestar Familiar 

 
The IMSS promised to “contribute to the progress of the Mexican family by 

means of gradual improvements of present-day living standards, with special attention to 
workers’ housing, their clothing, and the furnishing of their homes,” seeking to “capture 
trust, faith, and enthusiasm by achievement of a higher level of living” through modern 
homes, urban services and the provision of “secure, adequate places for recreation and 
sports, emphasizing healthy relaxation and the enhancement of cultural values.”321 Thus 
development efforts focused on modernist architecture and the urban context as an 
attempt to raise living standards and elevate workers to a middle class lifestyle.  

The IMSS flourished amidst the bold plans and grand visions of the postwar 
period, buttressed by national economic growth of the mid-century. It was considered an 
exemplary institution, one that signaled the arrival of a Latin American country as a 
modern liberal democracy. Unlike the housing complexes, the Centers for Family 
Wellbeing did not become a fixture in the urban landscape. They did, however, represent 
an important shift in the focus of development efforts to the urban context, away from the 
familiar rural schoolteachers dispatched to the countryside to teach peasants, the new 
arena of social welfare was in the city among urban workers.  

Conclusion 
In 1960, a Mexican Congressman gave a speech to the legislature. The IMSS 

housing program, he claimed, did more than simply erect buildings. The very materials, 
the concrete and asphalt that made up the buildings, he said, “both symbolized and 

                                                
321 IMSS, Social Security Centers, 12. 
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explained the meaning of the ruling party.” Those buildings, however, “only have 
meaning when they are brought into being through a profound sense of social justice. 
Concrete and asphalt, after all, are good for more than constructing the pedestals on 
which to mount statues,” he explained. “They also contain within their very structure a 
humanistic impulse, like the marble that contains intrinsic beauty uncovered by the hand 
of the sculptor.”322 While this policymaker waxed poetic on the utopian potential of the 
IMSS housing program, linking it to the beneficence of the ruling party and its continued 
commitment to the “revolution” and social justice, in fact the IMSS housing program was 
the complicated outcome of changes in the way the government saw this commitment 
and how it should be fulfilled. The defining feature of the IMSS housing was its double 
agenda to improve the lives of workers while also subsidizing industrial growth by 
creating an educated, patriotic, and content workforce living in close proximity to places 
of employment and whose commuting costs were thus subsidized by the state. Even more 
important, urban industrial employers (who benefitted most from this subsidized 
workforce) absolved of their responsibility to provide housing for their labor force, as the 
1917 Constitution had required.  

Through the IMSS housing program, then, the economic policy of state support 
for urban industrialization began to include subsidizing the material conditions of the 
labor force. Social policies of urbanization generated consent and complicity among 
industrial workers. At the same time, complexes like Independencia provided among the 
best housing conditions for urban workers. From labor-government pacts to promises 
from the ruling party to ensure material wellbeing, the issue of how to stimulate capitalist 
growth by allowing industrial profits to accumulate, while also enhancing worker well-
being and their ability to purchase and consume, has remained important, even as the 
principles of modernist architecture and planning to achieve these goals were eventually 
abandoned in the 1970s.323  

By 1970, the IMSS began to turn back to its primary focus, the provision of 
medical care and social insurance for workers. In 1971, Ciudad Sahagún was the first of 
the IMSS projects to be expropriated (it was incorporated into the municipality of 
Tepeapulco). The new Social Security Code of 1973 put an end to the direct involvement 
of the IMSS in the provision of housing, replacing the housing program with a plan for 
“social lending” that sought the “betterment of the home life through the suitable use of 
economic resources, better practices of cohabitation and adequate housing units.”324 By 
1982 the IMSS gave up ownership of its remaining housing stock, selling the remaining 
units and abandoning all its interests in the arts and personal fulfillment.  By this time the 
lofty goals of architectural modernism, however imperfect their implementation, had 
been abandoned. Although Ciudad Independencia continues to be a desirable place to 
live, the civic center is now a parking lot. 

                                                
322 Congressman Sánchez Piedras, cited in “Filosofía de la obra material: un lugar para el hombre” by 

Víctor Rico Galán. IMSS Archive, RS 361.8 I 57 No. 22. 
323 This commitment eventually developed into two separate programs. By the late 1960s, social 

welfare policies diverged into two distinct policy tracks: housing eventually became the purview of 
INFONAVIT, a financial agency with close ties to the CTM and direct aid and poverty alleviation became 
the responsibility of PRONASOL. 

324 Social Security Code, Section IV, cited in Revista Mexicana de seguridad social vol. 14. Abril-
mayo, 1979, 84. 
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Chapter Five 
The Financial Solution:  

The Banco Nacional Hipotecario de Urbanización y Obras 
Públicas 1947-1964 

 
On March 16, 1950 Adolfo Zamora, the Director of the Banco Nacional Hipotecario 

de Urbanización y Obras Públicas (The National Mortgage Bank of Urbanization and 
Public Works, or BNHUOP), addressed the School of Economics at Mexico’s National 
Autonomous University. “The urbanistic and architectural aspects of the housing 
problem,” Zamora began, “have traditionally occupied a preferential position, one that 
does not correspond to reality.” The role of economic policy and quantitative analysis, 
Zamora explained, had largely been ignored. The ability “to resolve problems of 
planning, zoning, and architecture,” he continued, “only arises when there is a system of 
financing in place.” Architects can only build housing when funding is secured, and “the 
planner must have precise data, without which his studies would be nothing more than 
castles in the air.”325 Historically, according to Zamora, once budgets had been approved, 
the work of housing policy was passed on to “the planners of houses and cities.” He 
added, “I think that is a mistake. The housing problem is, above all, a question of salaries 
and prices, of individual savings or social welfare, of private initiative or state 
intervention. In a word, it is an economic question.” The BNHUOP, as Zamora 
explained, pursued the housing problem “as a question of centralization and the 
management of capital… in short, as a social and economic issue.”326  “Our major 
obstacle,” he continued, “is not a lack of architects or urbanists, of which we have a good 
number and of very high caliber.” Rather, he explained, the government must carefully 
judge the best use of its “already scarce resources.”327 In countries with limited resources 
like Mexico, he explained, “the housing question is not a technical problem, a matter of 
planning or construction, but rather a financial issue, a matter of centralization, a matter 
of channeling available capital.”  

 

                                                
325 Adolfo Zamora, “La cuestión de la vivienda y el certificado de participación inmobiliaria.” 

Estudios 2, BNHUOP: México. March, 1952, 5-6. 
326 Zamora in Estudios 2, 6.  
327 Adolfo Zamora “El sistema bancario en México” in Banco Nacional de Obras y Servicios 

Públicos, Banco Nacional de Obras y Servicios Públicos: Labor Realizada 1933-1968, Memoria de sus 35 
años. México: Banobras, 1968, 19. 
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Adolfo Zamora, General Director of the BNHUOP 1947-1952 

Source: BANOBRAS Labor Realizada, 1933-1968 
 

 Students at the School of Economics most likely received Zamora’s message about 
the importance of finance with some enthusiasm. Throughout the talk, he assumed a high 
level of familiarity with architectural movements among the economists, who likely had 
some interest in housing. Many members of the audience that day, would, no doubt, 
become major players in the future of housing policy in Mexico, for in the next decade an 
important shift occurred. The “mistake” that Zamora noted was “corrected.” Housing 
became a problem with an economic and financial, not architectural, solution.  

The bank’s history coincides with the general expansion of housing policy into the 
national arena during World War II. As we have seen in Chapters Two and Three, until 
the late 1940s, the housing problem had primarily been addressed by the municipal 
government. After World War II, the involvement of the federal government in urban 
housing led to increasing budgets and larger capacity for new projects, elevating the 
aspirations of planners, architects and politicians alike. In this chapter, we will see how, 
during the postwar period, the BNHUOP answered the housing problem through the use 
of financial tools that expanded into development aid and international finance. Despite 
the central role of modernist architects at the bank, modernism and its architectural and 
urbanistic values became less relevant to national housing policy as finance took over. By 
1970, indirect support of the housing market would become the primary mode in which 
the government attempted to solve the housing problem. As a result, federal government 
agencies would have less influence over urban planning decisions, large and small.  

Throughout the 1950s, the BNHUOP followed a specific urban planning agenda, 
primarily the prevention of horizontal growth. The bank’s planners agreed that 
uncontrolled growth on the margins of the city was undesirable, in large part because it 
was inefficient, creating a greater need to expand urban services. Félix Sánchez, the 
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bank’s head architect during this period, pursued a mixed approach to housing design, 
with multifamiliares and single-family homes used in combination, either for different 
family types, or for different purposes. Sánchez sought to develop specific areas 
strategically, anticipating the urbanization of different parts of the city. The bank both 
financed and built housing during this period, often working in partnership with other 
state agencies and the private sector. 

In this chapter I describe two housing complexes, Unidad Modelo and Jardín 
Balbuena, both typical of the BNHUOP approach. Each included a good deal of internal 
variety, unlike the Casas Obreras or Colonia del Parque analyzed in Chapter Two, or 
Pani’s CUPA and CUPJ as we saw in Chapter Three. All four of those complexes 
employed different architectural strategies, but they were internally cohesive. The 
BNHUOP unidades, by contrast, were designed with tall multifamily buildings, small 
three-story multifamily buildings, and single-family homes within the same complex. In 
this, the BNHUOP projects more closely resembled Unidad Independencia (see Chapter 
Four) than any of the other complexes analyzed to this point, but even so there was an 
important difference: Unidad Modelo and Jardín Balbuena were fragmented and complex 
undertakings. Both went through multiple building phases and a number of the planned 
buildings were not executed. In the end, these projects were far from the bold, 
impassioned architectural statements that the “architectural solution” called for. That is 
not to say that Sánchez was neither bold nor impassioned, rather that his core interest was 
social, not architectural.  

In addition to building housing, the BNHUOP served as a center for developing 
finance policy. The agency provided funding for building housing and conducted 
exhaustive studies of the housing problem. I argue that the agency’s mission was based 
on the use of credit as a social policy, a strategy that dates to the postrevolutionary 
period, but gained over other social policies after the 1950s. In the 1960s, credit policy 
dominated the agency’s proposals to solve the housing problem, and indeed, the 
BNHUOP’s 1964 Programa Financiero represented the final abandonment of architecture 
as a solution to Mexico’s hosing problem.  

From “Castles in the Air” to Buildings on the Ground: The early history of the BNHUOP 
Like all Mexican government agencies of the period, the Banco Nacional Hipotecario 

Urbano y de Obras Públicas framed its origins as part of a long history, emphasizing the 
Mexican Revolution as a watershed. According to its own account, this was the moment 
when the financing of public works became part of the state’s effort to implement social 
justice. During the Porfiriato, the bank’s founders explained, national progress and 
modernization had been pursued at the cost of social equality: economic policies that 
benefitted the elite negatively impacted the popular classes. After the revolution, they 
claimed, the government sought to unite these two goals, mobilizing both financial policy 
and urban planning to promote economic progress and social change. In the decades after 
WWII, economic progress and social change would be increasingly linked to 
urbanization (rather than rural reforms), as we have already seen in Chapter Four.  

After the revolution, the new regime had focused on increasing the availability of 
credit and economic activity within Mexico, national investment, and increased 
government regulation of the economy, rather than the foreign investment and laissez-
faire economic policies that had characterized the Porfiriato. President Álvaro Obregón, 
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his Finance Minister Alberto J Pani, and Pani’s Under-Secretary Manuel Gómez Morín 
worked to restore the country’s banking system and, they explained, professionalize the 
economy by creating modern institutions where personal networks and family 
connections had been the norm.328 The stability of Mexico’s currency would continue to 
be a dominant concern of Pani and the generations that followed him, becoming the basis 
of the country’s economic policies throughout the Mexican Miracle.  

The postrevolutionary economic system focused on financing national development 
and integration, in particular infrastructure (roads, irrigation and urban services), large-
scale agriculture and the development of national industry.329 President Álvaro Obregón 
(1920-24) also supported the creation of what he called “institutions of social banking,” 
making credit available to those sectors that the government sought “to improve,” like 
rural peasants, for example, who were the beneficiaries of the Agricultural Credit Bank, 
founded in 1926.330 Loans to the popular sector had negligible financial benefits for 
private banks, so the state intervened in the financial sector. This led to a network of 
“bancos de fomento,” a concept that could be translated as “development banks.” 
“Fomento” means “fostering” or “encouraging,” a description that suits these agencies, 
which were seen as providing a temporary stimulus to catalyze the national market. 
Founded with initial capital provided by the federal government, these banks offered 
loans at interest rates below those of commercial banks and had a specifically defined 
social mission.331  

Throughout the 1930s, credit and finance policies were employed as tools for 
development. The BNHUOP was founded in 1933 as a measure of economic aid for the 
unemployed—during the global economic crisis, Mexico’s fragile economy suffered 
debilitating losses, which hurt the popular classes most of all.332 The bank’s support for 
infrastructure provided work in construction and building. And these projects were 
understood to improve the standard of living of Mexicans and the expansion of the 
economy. In his third presidential address in 1937, Lázaro Cárdenas described the 
responsibility of the executive in organizing a national system of credit that would 
“respond to the necessities of economic expansion” while at the same time furthering the 
national platform of social justice, such that “credit assumes the character of a social 
service.” Economic policies, Cárdenas argued, should support production, employment, 

                                                
328 Villalpando, José Manuel, Rosas, Alejandro, and Banco Nacional de Obras y Servicios Públicos. 

Historia de Banobras y de la banca de desarrollo en México. México, D.F.: Banobras, 2006, 45.  
329 Institutions created in the 1920s included the Agricultural Credit Bank was founded in 1926 to 

administer loans to ejidos (check this, what about large-scale agricultural projects), and the Federal 
Irrigation and Highway Commissions. Other banking and credit institutions followed, including the Fondo 
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330 Villalpando, 46.  
331 Ten million pesos in the case of the BNHUOP. Other financial policies of the period included new 

forms of taxation, such as on rental property, and the beginnings of stimulus for industry in the form of tax 
exemptions and protective tariffs. These were key strategies to modernize and professionalize the economy. 

332 Adolfo Zamora, “El Banco Nacional Hipotecario Urbano y de Obras Públicas, S.A.: sus 
finalidades y su estructura” in Estudios 1, 10. The fall in the price of silver during this period was a 
particular challenge for the Mexican economy and had a major impact on the instability of capital. 
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and “investments that provide a public benefit.”333 Alberto J. Pani agreed that in the 
context of the global economic crisis, the government should “concentrate its efforts on 
the (financial) operations that are of social importance and have the greatest urgency, 
such as urban services and hygiene.”334 According to the bank’s own history, its 
“spectacular growth” was as “an excellent indicator of the economic progress of 
Mexico.” And the bank was seen as a motor of further progress. The bank’s investments, 
it claimed, were “undertaken with national economic development in mind.”335 

The BNHUOP subsidized urban services, in particular those that would support 
national industries. As Adolfo Zamora noted, the bank’s broad early mission meant 
“everything that could possibly be done in the area of long-terms investments—other 
than agricultural production—was within the operating program of the new bank!”336 
During the 1930s, the BNHUOP used bonds to finance a mixture of municipal-level 
urbanization projects and large-scale modernization projects: highways, aqueducts, etc. 
337 Between 1933 and 1946, the bank spent almost thirty percent of its expenditures on 
water systems and drainage and just over forty percent on roads. Municipal projects 
included electrification, the construction of markets, slaughterhouses, bathrooms, and 
public washing facilities, many of the urban improvements of the postrevolutionary 
period discussed in Chapter 1. It wasn’t until the agency passed a new charter and 
incorporated the Banco de Fomento de la Habitación (BFH, see Chapter 2) in 1946 that it 
had anything to do with housing.  

Housing as industrial subsidy: “Without housing there are no factories” 
As government agencies matured, dedicated institutions to stimulate national 

industrialization took over some of the functions of the BNHUOP. In 1946, the bank 
revised its charter, to clarify that its mission was to provide credit for infrastructure and 
urbanization.338 With the acquisition of the BFH, the BNHUOP was directed by that 
bank’s former head, Adolfo Zamora. According to Antonio Ortiz Mena, then Deputy 
Director of the BNHUOP, 1946 was the moment when “the State turned its attention to 
the problem of housing as a fundamental aspect of the work of government.”339  

The Bank became a centralizing agency, directing housing policies in both the public 
and private sector, and supporting the development of a comprehensive program for the 
construction of housing for the popular classes. The bank would act in an advisory role to 
the national and municipal governments in the planning and execution of housing policy 
and control policies related to credit and long term lending, working closely with 
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Mexico’s central bank and the Ministry of Finance.340 According to Ortiz Mena, this 
created a foundation for the development of federal housing policy as “the definitive 
organization of a system of savings and credit for housing for Mexican families.”341 
Indeed, the strategies developed by the bank would become a model for the future of 
housing policy in Mexico based on the relationship between urbanization and 
development. In this model, the state managed economic development through its support 
of industrialization, focusing on the availability of credit and increasing personal savings 
rates. These two goals would eventually become the basis of national housing policy.  

While the BNUOP approach of the 1960s was the opposite of the IMSS in terms of 
providing indirect support for housing rather than building it, the underlying policy goals 
were complimentary. Both focused on supporting economic growth through government 
subsidies. The IMSS’ responsibility was to its beneficiaries (mostly industrial workers) 
and their employers and its mission was fundamentally social. The BNHUOP was 
accountable not to a specific group, but to larger economic forces—its basic mission was 
to further urbanization and economic growth and the agency answered to the Central 
Bank, the Secretary of the Treasury and the President.  

The bank defined its purpose as the financing of construction with a social purpose, 
improving living conditions in urban areas while supporting national industrial growth. In 
1950, Zamora proclaimed that “To industrialize is also to urbanize,” a statement that 
echoed the famous words of the Argentine political theorist Juan Bautista Alberdi.342 
Alberdi had written that “to govern is to populate,” describing the “civilizing” of the 
Argentine frontier through Northern European immigration and settlement.343 Zamora's 
dictum described the project of state-supported industrialization as a process of 
civilization through urbanization, a means and measure of progress. Just as Alberdi 
believed immigration and settlement across the Argentine territory would help make 
Argentina into a country worthy of participatory democracy, Zamora saw urbanization as 
a process that could shape rural Mexicans into citizens of a modern industrial nation. This 
program, Zamora believed, should be supported and managed by the state in coordination 
with the private sector. “The process of industrial development,” Zamora continued, 
“depends on the unfolding (desenvolvimiento) of a parallel process of allocation of 
housing and municipal services. Without housing there are no factories.” Given the 
scarcity of existing housing, industrialists or the authorities must provide it. “To whom 
does this responsibility belong?” he asked, “How can we create a framework of 
cooperation?”344  

                                                
340 The 1946 credit law also allowed borrowing against future federal income, creating more 

opportunities for states and municipalities to borrow for public works projects, especially roads. This would 
be a major part of the work of the BNHUOP, and infrastructure development would become the sole 
definition of Banobras.  
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It was clear that market conditions did not encourage the private sector to build 
housing for many of those who needed it, or for those who needed it most. Construction 
consistently fell far short of housing needs, and owner-occupied homes predominated, 
leaving those with scarce resources few options in the formal real estate market. As the 
BNHUOP economist Ramón Ramírez bluntly stated, “Without a doubt, the construction 
of housing (for the popular classes) is not an attractive investment for private capital.”345 
So the BNHUOP economists, lawyers, and architects took action, with great energy and 
purpose, to solve the housing problem. As Zamora told the students at the School of 
Economics: “It is no longer the dreamers of yesterday who come together to share good 
wishes and hopes, rather it is the achievers (realizadores) of today, who make a stop 
along the way to contemplate the work accomplished, appreciate it, consider the weapons 
…and plan new battles. We return immediately to the fight, coordinating our actions, 
with the inspiration and determination to find new weapons. Our work is behind us and in 
front of us, a goal, not just a hope.”346 Like Antonio Escobedo, the CUPA resident who 
wrote the celebratory essay about the multifamiliar, Zamora employed militaristic 
language to explain the state’s role in combating the housing problem. In this case, the 
weapons were not those of the architect, but rather those of the banker. 

The BNHUOP approach to architecture  
Under President Miguel Alemán (1946-1952) the BNHUOP was extremely 

productive. The agency financed the CUPA, the CUPJ, the Ciudad Universitaria, a 
number of major infrastructure projects (including the Mexico City and Acapulco 
Airports), and various highway and road projects. In addition, the BNHUOP hosted 
numerous conferences and published a six-issue journal called Estudios. In Estudios the 
agency’s architects, economists, and analysts published extensively on the bank’s 
operations. The focus, however, was the presentation of extensive data on the urban 
housing problem, with block-by-block information alongside images of Mexico City’s 
poor residents, recalling the 1933 study undertaken by the municipal government (see 
Chapter One). 
    

 

                                                
345 Ramón Ramírez García, “Recursos disponibles con destino al fomento de la habitación,” in Labor 
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Estudios was published bi-monthly throughout the year 1952 by the BNHUOP. 
 
During this period, Félix Sánchez Baylon served as the bank’s head architect. These 

exhaustive studies were Sánchez’s doings, and they reflected an important aspect of his 
approach to the housing problem. While Zamora saw the problem as economic, Sánchez 
understood it as economic and social, and felt that only through close study of the 
problem the most adequate solutions could be determined. He was hopeful that the 
government could support major efforts to improve urban conditions and develop what he 
considered a “specifically Mexican” approach to urban housing.  

In 1952, Sánchez delivered a talk at the Eighth Panamerican Congress of Architects, 
hosted in Mexico City. The Congress revolved around the themes of higher education, 
housing, and hospitals. Sánchez emphasized the contributions of the Mexican 
government in these areas, “in contrast to the private sector,” which, he stated, had played 
a minor role in the architecture as well as the larger development of these services, 
compared to other countries “where the private sector has more strength.”347 For the 
conference, Sánchez prepared a talk titled “Characteristic Aspects of the Solution to the 
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Housing Problem in Mexico.” In the presentation, Sánchez described what he called 
“cartabón ‘standard,’” a schematic chart distributed to each of the participating countries 
in the Panamerican Congress. Each group would use this format to present its plans for 
housing, higher education, and hospitals. This rubric was based on the CIAM grid, a 
system created by the ASCORAL group (headed by Le Corbusier) presented at the 1947 
CIAM conference in Bridgewater, England. While Pani had been influenced by the 
formal and architectural aspects of CIAM, Sánchez was much more influenced by the 
group’s systematization of studying the urban environment, and by the schematic plans 
made possible with new methods of inquiry. For Sánchez, the CIAM group provided a 
methodical way to think about the city, an organizing rubric within which the 
particularities of Mexico’s social and economic realities could be understood and 
addressed.  

In 1949 Arquitectura México published a map that illustrated the BNHUOP’s plans to 
develop a network of “unidades vecinales” across the southeast of Mexico City. The map 
indicated twenty-three sites in the southwest of the city, and included both projects built 
by the BNHUOP as well as those it financed, such as Pani’s multifamiliares. It is not 
clear precisely what role the agency played in many of the projects it undertook, but as 
the map indicates, the bank served a supervisory or organizational role in the overall 
design of plans for the city’s housing. When the map was published, fifteen projects were 
either constructed or underway, including the Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán (CUPA) 
and Centro Urbano Presidente Juárez (CUPJ) as well as the BNHUOP’s own projects, 
Unidad Modelo and Jardín Balbuena. The BNHUOP unidades were collaborative 
projects: the agency worked with other banks, outside architects, and numerous 
government agencies. 

Sánchez described the unidad vecinal as a population center located near or adjacent 
to urban centers. In other words, the unidad vecinal was not a satellite city, neither was it 
a neighborhood within the city (like a colonia obrera). The development of unidades 
vecinales would provide additional housing units and promote decentralization, thus, 
decongestion, of the city center. These two processes—decentralization and 
decongestion—Sánchez hoped, would “initiate a cycle of gradual transformation of the 
city, resulting in the elimination of slums.”348 This approach resembled (and anticipated) 
Pani’s slum clearance approach, but rather than depending on vertical density, Sánchez 
advocated organized decentralization.  

“Sánchez,” architectural historian Enrique de Anda writes, “thought of tall buildings 
as one part of the answer that a new city demanded, while Pani conceived of them as the 
‘only’ solution to the lack of housing.” In contrast to the more pragmatic Sánchez, Pani, 
de Anda argues, “felt that architectural quality—undoubtedly in particular at the CUPA 
and the Juarez—in itself could operate like a magic spell, capable of improving and 
reforming the collectivity that would be transformed within its buildings.”349 Sánchez’s 
most general proposal, the core of his solution, was based on calculations of optimal 
density and coordination of services in accordance with the particular social make-up of 
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the intended residents. Until the 1950s, Sánchez noted, there had been “two opposing 
systems: horizontal solutions made up of isolated or grouped houses, and collective 
solutions in multifamiliares, tall ones as well as smaller ones; no project has combined 
these different types and there has been total anarchy when it comes to urban density.”350 
His solution was to use all available methods, always in careful consideration of precise 
social and economic data. Sánchez endeavored to create a flexible system that could be 
applied to the specific conditions of Mexico City.  

Mexico City’s worst housing conditions were not on the outskirts of the city, but 
rather in the slums within its center and in neighborhoods throughout the entire city. The 
problems within vecindades and colonias proletarias had, if anything, worsened since the 
1920s. The 1943 rent freeze had further de-incentivized investment in existing rental 
housing stock, and the fast growth of the preceding twenty years had led to the 
development of countless colonias proletarias that were densely populated and often not 
completely urbanized, even when it came to basic services like water and sewers. The 
conditions in these “zonas decadentes” (“decayed areas”) and the deficiencies of housing 
in the city were meticulously documented by Sánchez and his team and published in 
Estudios 6, a volume dedicated entirely to the housing problem in Mexico City. The 
analysis was organized according to CIAM’s four functions (housing—which was given 
the most emphasis—work, recreation, and transportation), and Sánchez advocated a 
mixed architectural approach to solving the housing crisis, with multifamiliares in slum 
areas and single-family homes on the outskirts of the city.  

  

                                                
350 Sánchez in Estudios 1, 45. The density of the housing complexes built during these years ranged 

from one hundred residents per hectare at Colonia del Parque to one thousand at the CUPA. Unidad 
Esperanza, the BFH's multifamiliar had a density of eight hundred per hectare, Unidad Modelo of two 
hundred fifty. 
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BNHUOP’s cartabón ‘standard.’ 

From Estudios 5. 

Unidad Modelo 
Unidad Modelo, Sánchez claimed, represented “a new type of urbanism,” one that 

would honor the experience of Mexicans, both the architects and planners building the 
housing and the people living there.351 The project was undertaken with the collaboration 
of the Pension Office, Mario Pani’s Taller de Urbanismo and his investment group the 
Banco Internacional Inmobiliario, various private banks, and labor unions, but the project 
was managed by the BNHUOP, and its clear that Sánchez oversaw the urban design.352 
While Pani’s group was involved, it is doubtful the Pani himself played a major role in 
the design of the project. The studies for Unidad Modelo were underway from 1947-48, 
and construction took place intermittently through at least 1952. Modelo was an 
experiment. In the end it was not constructed entirely according to the initial plan, and 
Sánchez felt it was not successful. The problems were partly due to resistance from the 
various contributors, no doubt a complicated process about which few details are known.  

The overall plans had little in common with the vertical plan of Pani’s massive 
multifamiliar. The density at Unidad Modelo (250 inhabitants per hectare) was only one 
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fourth of that at the CUPA. Four multifamiliares were interspersed with superblocks 
made up of cul-de-sacs lined with lots where residents could build single-family homes. 
That residents could design their own housing with few limitations was an important 
difference between Modelo and the CUPA of the CUPJ. This model was often used in the 
construction of smaller colonias obreras planned by trade unions or other associations 
and sometimes supported by the municipal government. For Sánchez, it was part of a 
larger attempt to provide vitality, vibrancy and a human scale in the face of the 
monumental, uniform, geometric characteristics of high modernism. And, it allowed the 
BNHUOP to give low-income families what they wanted—a house of their own. This 
composite approach with state and privately funded building in the same complex was an 
entirely new solution to the problem of density.  

 

 
Unidad Modelo 

Source: Estudios 5.  
This image shows the entire development, with modest multifamily buildings constructed by the BNHUOP 

and lots developed for single-family homes to be constructed by residents. The originally planned large 
multifamiliares, which were never constructed. 
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Model of multifamiliar at Unidad Modelo. 

From Estudios 1. 
 
The plans for Modelo also included three multifamiliares, each for 3200 families. The 

proposed multifamiliares at Modelo had a system of three passageways along with 
“holes” or “cubes of light,” which provided light and decreased the building mass. This 
system, Sánchez explained, was based on an elaborate combination of three different 
approaches to the question of light and air circulation in large buildings, following the 
influence of Le Corbusier and Pani. Sánchez was very much working within the same 
sphere of influence as Pani. But his vision was focused on the city’s inhabitants rather 
than its future potential as a more modern city. Sánchez sought to rebuild the city from 
the ground up. The large multifamiliares, however, were never built. Private banks and 
other collaborators resisted the modernist innovations focused on reorganizing residential 
space: the superblock and the multifamiliares. This was further evidence that vertical 
density depended on governmental initiative and, conversely that the private sector would 
not follow the architectural breakthroughs of modernism, cost saving though they might 
have been.  

In the end, the complex consisted of 1,343 homes and fell far short of Sánchez’s 
expectations in terms of redefining a model of public-private partnership in the quest for 
decentralization and decongestion.353 In 1953 the BNHUOP did pass a new institutional 
charter eliminating the financing of solitary houses and higher priced homes, confirming 
the agency’s dedication to Sánchez’s vision.354 The agency was now officially dedicated 
to the financing of conjuntos, that is, residential complexes, not individual homes. This 
would not preclude single-family homes, but these were obligated to be within organized 
complexes with integrated urban services, a key strategy to prevent uncontrolled growth.  

                                                
353 Labor realizada, 63.  
354 Diario Oficial, 30 diciembre, 1953, cited in Labor realizada, 59. 
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Jardín Balbuena 
At the same time the Unidad Modelo project was underway, Alemán issued a 

presidential decree detailing the intention to develop an area near Parque Balbuena, on 
the site of the former military airfield adjacent to site where Legarreta had built his 
Colonia Obrera almost fifteen years before. Parque Balbuena was a huge plot of land, 
which was officially passed on to the BNHUOP in 1954. Like the Unidad Modelo, Jardín 
Balbuena was a complicated undertaking, with the collaboration of various agencies at 
every step of the process. The project was to take place over ten years, with a gradual 
urbanization of the area, eventually providing homes for about 42,000 thousand residents. 
Under a presidential decree, a former military airfield was transferred to the BNHUOP, 
with its 2,500,000 square meters (just under one square mile) destined for popular 
housing. The decree included several stipulations about the use of the land: that there be 
no less that 300,000 square meters (about twelve percent of the total area) for gardens, 
markets, schools, a social center and collective services, and that up to 200,000 (about 
eight percent of the total area) square meters should be reserved for federal employees in 
lots no greater than 200 square meters. The area was divided into sections, which would 
be developed under different combinations of government agencies, banks and 
architects.355  

One fifth of the airfield, or 500,000 square meters, was allocated to the BNHUOP’s 
housing program. The rest would be held in trust by the agency to be financed though 
private investment. The BNHUOP plan included 17 self-sufficient superblocks. About 
half of the residents would be settled on individual lots (between 140-200 m2), 30% in 
“casas agrupadas” or small apartment buildings and about 20% in tall multifamily 
buildings (ten stories).356 These figures were derived from census data on family size, just 
one example of the way Sánchez used data to plan housing and allocate units. Lots could 
have one or two story buildings, as long as they followed basic regulations about position 
on lot and fences. Single-family homes were close together, while the multi-family 
buildings in the center and top of the plan were surrounded by open space. The complex 
included 23% open space. Sánchez did not try to impose multifamily living on people 
who had what he called “the legacy of agricultural society, that of the migrants that have 
been arriving to Mexico City,” that is the custom of living in a single-family home.357 
“We believe,” Sánchez wrote “that we have arrived at a genuinely Mexican solution that 
truly suits our way of living. This is not a first rehearsal, but an application of concrete 
experiences carried out in Mexico City by the BNHUOP and other agencies.”358   

                                                
355 The phase of the project in Estudios was developed by the Departamento de Estudios y Proyectos 

at the BNHUOP under Sánchez (with Raúl Izquierdo, Alejandro Sánchez de Tagle, Juan Becerra and 
Manuel Bernal) and the Departamento de Servicios Urbanos also at the BNHUOP. This portion was 
500,000 square meters. 

356 Estudios 2, 86. 
357 Sánchez in Estudios 5, 70. 
358 Estudios 2, 89. These include Modelo, Unidad Barrientos (Tlalnepantla), Esperanza, the CUPA 

and the CUPJ. 
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Graphic showing different building types at Jardín Balbuena. 

The plan was for 7303 individual homes, 10,440 apartments in small buildings, and 5,562 apartments in tall 
multifamiliares. 

From Estudios 2. 
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Street plan, Ciudad Satélite,  
c. 1957.  
 

Street plan, BNHUOP proposed development, 
Jardín Balbuena. From Estudios 1.  

 
Sánchez considered Jardín Balbuena exemplary of the agency’s overall plans for 

housing. Indeed, it was a compromise between the geometry of earlier modernist 
complexes and the curving lines of a suburban style complex, for example Mario Pani’s 
Ciudad Satélite, which was developed in 1957. Pani’s vision for housing was not limited 
to multifamiliares. He designed different types of housing for different social classes and 
different areas of the city. This way of classifying architectural and urbanistic styles was 
vastly different from that of Sánchez, who relied on census data and family size as the 
key factors in determining the density and organization of housing units and continually 
emphasized that it was important for people of different social classes to live side by side.  

The Jardín Balbuena plan was intersected by a major thoroughfare, but either side 
was planned around a series of cul-de-sacs with individual lots facing the street, a 
departure from the superblock concept and the separation of vehicle and pedestrian 
traffic. “From the beginning,” Sánchez wrote, “the investors showed themselves to be 
dissatisfied with our ideas about planning in terms of superblocks, and of the combined 
complex. They praised the idea, but did not want to be ‘guinea pigs’ in such a large-scale 
experiment.”359 Sánchez criticized the companies’ desire to divide the land into small lots 
facing the street, without a more careful urbanization plan. In short, the final compromise 
was a project that was neither aesthetically or urbanistically coherent.  

Innovations in Finance  

The Certificate of Real Estate Participation 
Colonia del Parque and Jardín Balbuena could hardly have been more different 

architecturally: the former was a series of identical homes built by a single agency in a 
matter of months, the latter was a complex that contained a wide range of styles and 

                                                
359 Félix Sánchez, “El Proyecto Jardín Balbuena,” in Estudios 2, 83. 
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approaches, built over more than a decade. But in both of the complexes residences were 
sold through the BNHUOP’s innovative “certificates of real estate participation.” This 
meant that residents would pay a monthly fee for a share in a trust equivalent to the value 
of the apartment, which was determined by the BNHUOP. While the certificates were not 
equivalent to outright home ownership, Zamora explained that they should be considered 
private property; they represented “the right of a beneficiary” to a home.360 The system 
was intended to simplify and facilitate access to home ownership. Beneficiaries would 
pay “an amount that would not exceed that which would be paid in rent for the occupancy 
of the same home,” and while owners of the certificates could not sell them out right, 
they could be transferred to a third party and individuals could move to other homes 
constructed by the bank.361 Zamora saw the Certificate as the way of the future, an 
important part of the national plan for housing. A novel policy framework for housing 
made sense, he argued, given the rapidly changing conditions of urban real estate. “The 
mortgage, sale and rental are systems that legally and administratively belong to another 
era and fit other needs,” he wrote, “it is necessary that the investment in housing and the 
benefits of this investment offer security, positive yields (profit), flexibility, simplicity 
and cost effectiveness. From this we established the certificate of real estate 
participation.”362  

It is not clear whether this system contributed to positive changes in the housing 
market. It is an important indicator, however, of the extent to which the BNHUOP 
championed the idea of home ownership, even (and especially) for those who were not 
able to afford the purchase of a home. In 1950, Mariano Zepeda Novelo gave a 
presentation at the Conference on Popular Housing, which would become the basis of 
Mexico's contribution to the IX Panamerican Congress on Architecture in El Salvador. 
According to Zepeda Novelo, there were two important lessons from Mexico that could 
be applied to other countries. First, the Certificate of Real Estate Participation, which he 
explained as a means “to satisfy, among other things, the need to combine low rent and 
property ownership.”363 And, second, that public funds should be used solely as a source 
of private capital to encourage the building of low cost housing. “Because of this,” he 
stated, “the emphasis should be on the development of mechanisms to channel private 
savings, not on public budgets and contributions to funds that cannot be recovered.”364 
The importance of this, he explained, led to the “unbreakable will and incessant study 
that we have put towards structuring a balanced system of savings and loan, a self-
financing system,” the only hope for providing a long term supply of adequate low-cost 
housing.365 According to Novelo Zepeda, the Mexican model was followed in El 
Salvador Inversiones Comerciales, SA, the first savings and loan for housing in Central 
America and in Honduras the Banco de la Propiedad, SA, founded in 1952.  
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The BNHUOP created legislation for tax exemptions, incentivized savings accounts 
for individuals, and subsidized interest rates as a solution to the housing problem. The 
foundation of these policies was the belief in the importance of credit as an economic 
engine, the value of homeownership, and the urgent need to encourage Mexicans to 
develop “a culture of savings.” These savings would be “a means of permanently solving 
one of the financial aspects of the housing problem through private initiative, without 
assistance from the state, but under its strict vigilance.”366 Only a system of owner 
financing, the bank claimed would, “in the long run, support an adequate market supply 
of homes.”367 This system, the bank promised, offered “only far-reaching advantages for 
the country and for those of lesser means.”368 In other words, the bank sought to use 
individual credit as the basis for home finance. 

El Programa Financiero  
In 1962 the BNHUOP proposed a new campaign called the Programa de Vivienda 

Social. After fifteen years dedicated to promoting housing through direct financing, the 
bank shifted gears and refocused its efforts on stimulating the private housing market. 
The program brought together financing through private, public and international sources. 
While the IMSS housing program targeted industrial workers, the Programa de Vivienda 
Social applied to all Mexicans, though it targeted the poor. The program was urban in 
focus, but had implications for the whole country. In 1964, Ortiz Mena, then Minister of 
Finance, wrote that since the Mexican Revolution, government action had enabled “major 
improvement in the conditions of the population, their general health, education, social 
security, nutrition and clothing.” But, he noted, progress toward “one of the most 
prominent ideals of revolutionary social justice—the provision of proper housing to those 
sectors of the population who, because they lack adequate means, live in conditions that 
are incompatible with modern life” had not been adequate.369 Ortiz Mena saw this failure 
as a drag on Mexico’s progress towards economic modernization. The Bank’s work both 
building housing and expanding access to credit left the problem unsolved; in fact, he 
wrote, the housing problem was getting worse. This by now familiar complaint about the 
scope of the housing problem and the inadequacy of the solutions led Ortiz Mena to a 
very different solution. Countless planners had called on the government to “step in” 
where the private market had been inadequate to meet the need for popular housing. But 
Ortiz Mena made clear that direct action by the government would never be sufficient. 
“In spite of the aforementioned efforts, the very nature and magnitude of the problem,” 
he explained, meant that the government could not cover the annual deficit of homes.  

Added to the lack of housing stock was “the scarce capacity and the lack of a culture 
of saving of the majority of our people,” Ortiz Mena continued. President Adolfo López 
Mateos, “aware that the final solution to the housing problem must be of an essentially 
financial nature,” he claimed, approved the creation of new mechanisms, “within the 
existing structure of banking, that would allow the massive generation of savings 
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dedicated to the construction of social interest housing and access to credit for new 
sectors of the population.”370 Ortiz Mena’s argument represented a major change from 
previous approaches to the housing problem. Previously, it had been argued that the 
scope of the housing problem necessitated direct government action. Now Ortiz Mena 
argued that the problem was so big that it was beyond the reach of the government. This 
was not, of course, a complete reversal; both arguments advocated the collaboration 
between the state and the private sector. Not did it mean that public spending on housing 
decreased. In fact, from 1956-58, government spending on housing was 2.0% of total 
expenditures, an amount that grew to 3.3% from 1959-61 and more than doubled to 7.2% 
in 1962-64.371 But it was a crucial shift in perspective and priority, one that de-
emphasized the role of government even as government participation grew.  No longer 
would the government play a role in determining the architectural or urbanistic values of 
state-supported housing. Instead, the state abandoned the idea that there was an 
“architectural solution” to the housing problem, proposing instead to support families in 
the purchase of single-family homes.  

Together with Rodrigo Gómez, the head of the Banco de México (1954-1970), Ortiz 
Mena was an architect of the economic policies known as “stabilizing development,” 
which promoted the stability of currency, beginning with the exchange rate adjustment of 
1954 and lasting until about 1970. Stabilizing development focused on price stability, a 
fixed exchange rate (12.50 pesos to one US dollar), and the steady increase of the 
monetary reserve. These strategies were all focused on economic growth and the constant 
development of the domestic economy, including continued investment in industrial 
growth. The housing policies elaborated during this period were part of this larger 
strategy, and as Ortiz Mena himself, noted, were among the most important in terms of 
impacting the quality of life of Mexicans.  

Changes to the credit laws, Ortiz Mena claimed, would allow “the function of 
banking credit to more fully achieve the social goals” they had been intended to 
accomplish. Under the new framework, the BNHUOP’s funds would be channeled to 
credit “for that sector of the population that has lacked the sufficient economic means to 
acquire a proper home.”372 The Programa Financiero de Vivienda, then, which was the 
financial arm of the Programa de Vivienda Social, was the first attempt at a national 
housing policy. The new Financial Program centered on the concept of leveraging 
capital—using savings to finance credit—and the creation of incentives and new 
structures to promote both of these (that is, savings and credit). Ortiz Mena believed that 
a higher rate of domestic savings would increase the number Mexicans able to participate 
in the housing economy. As higher savings rates stimulated private building, a multiplier 
effect would create more units of housing in the long run as compared to direct building, 
thus creating a more thriving private building sector.373  
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Ortiz Mena argued that it was not advisable to use foreign credit for direct 
construction, because once the projects were completed, the benefits would be stagnant 
and would not necessarily be replicated.374 But he was willing to use international loans 
under some circumstances.  In addition to the contributions of individuals, the Bank’s 
housing funds were boosted by a major loan from the Alliance for Progress. While in 
Brazil and Argentina, for example, Alliance money had been directed to the construction 
of housing by the public sector, in Mexico it was invested in the finance system.375 As 
with national policy, these international loans, then, focused on achieving social policy 
goals through increasing credit to individuals and expanding the financial sector.  

New legislation in 1962 allowed banks and credit agencies “to incorporate in their 
operations a multitude of new subjects who will become savers who, instead of paying 
rent, will buy their homes and generate new savings…The encouragement of resources in 
this manner will multiply the financing of the construction of new homes, as it 
incorporates into the banking system funds that would otherwise be diluted in family 
spending with little consequence.”376 This new market share, Ortiz Mena concluded, was 
“a step toward another revolutionary conquest,” in which the adequate volume of internal 
savings, together with the investments of the public and private sector, would both 
contribute to solving the housing problem and “satisfy in a broader sense one of the great 
necessities of our people.”377  

Emphatic rhetoric and revolutionary pomp aside, this was a position that had 
serious consequences. Ortiz Mena claimed that personal savings—a precondition to home 
ownership—were the answer to the housing problem. This was a far cry from the 
architectural solution proposed by Pani, and even from the approach of Sánchez, who 
always urged closer and greater participation of the government, not greater dependence 
on the private market. By the 1960s, Mexican policymakers seem to have agreed that 
homeownership had both tangible and intangible benefits: building wealth and increasing 
the stability of family structures and ties to the community. One of the major barriers to 
homeownership, of course, was the down payment, which in Mexico consisted of at least 
30%, often closer to 50% of the value of a home. Few working Mexicans could save this 
kind of money, at least without help. Controlling inflation (among the primary goals of 
Ortiz Mena’s economic policies) was a crucial element of the policy reliance on savings, 
since inflation would eat away at savings and destroy their capacity to support the goal of 
homeownership.   

The primary goal of these programs was to increase credit and involvement of 
individuals in the real estate market, independent of the particular use of space, land, 
infrastructure, or building style.378 In terms of how houses should be designed and built, 
the Programa Financiero stated: “we have come to the conclusion that the country is 
well qualified in terms of material and human capital, we have many professionals and 
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craftsmen, across the cities and the whole country, that can efficiently carry out this 
job.”379 This meant that the agency only need specify the most basic characteristics of 
social housing. These specifications had to do not with architectural or urbanistic values, 
but rather that the prices were accessible and the homes fit what had become a basic, but 
unspecified, standard of security, hygiene, and respectability and that they be appointed 
with the proper social services.380 

The 1963 legislative changes were carried out in an effort to make credit more widely 
available to individuals, banks, and to associations or groups that might build housing 
complexes. For individuals, the new laws included subsidies for down payments and the 
creation of “special savings accounts.”381 These accounts yielded slightly lower interest 
compared to those at commercial banks, but gave preference to the account holders in 
getting loans for housing. As far as commercial banks were concerned, the new law 
increased ten fold the debt allowance of mortgage credit institutions when loans were to 
build affordable housing (the units could be single family or multifamiliares).382 This 
provision also authorized the Bank of Mexico to define of social housing, setting the 
terms for which projects qualified for special financing. By delegating this task to the 
central bank, the BNHUOP further distanced itself from its prior role as supervisor of 
housing policy. The new system encouraged lending to labor unions (syndicates) or 
employers to build housing for workers, especially in urban areas, and these could build 
any kind of housing they wished, which mean no restrictions on density or use of 
space.383 More than anything, this system created narrower goals for the BNHUOP and 
all agencies involved in housing: the federal government was no longer seeking to 
directly intervene in the specific patterns of urbanization or even to guide working 
Mexicans to a modern lifestyle through the provision of a particular kind of housing.  

The Programa Financiero also included the creation of (yet another) federal agency, 
the Fondo de Operación y Descuento Bancario a la Vivienda (FOVI or The Fund for the 
Operation and Discount of Housing). 384 The FOVI functioned as a trust within the Banco 
de México, giving seed capital loans to private credit agencies for the construction, 
acquisition or improvement of housing. (The money for this came from the Agency for 
International Development and the Inter-American Development Bank.) The agency 
targeted low and middle class borrowers by imposing limitations on the cost of homes 
and land financed through its programs as well as a salary cap on borrowers. The loans 
could be used to finance “social interest” housing complexes as well as individual homes, 
although banks were encouraged “to invest their own funds before seeking FOVI 
credit.”385 As the authors of a 1967 study on urban development noted, FOVI was an 
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example of a larger trend: the use of public funding to reduce the cost of low-income 
housing in the private housing market.386 The study correctly predicted that “instead of 
distinctly separate housing activities within the public and private sectors, as was the rule 
through 1960, Mexico can expect its government agencies to reduce direct housing 
investments, to stress legislative reform, educational campaigns, and insurance schemes, 
and to stimulate the private financing of social interest housing.”387  

The study provided further evidence that the cost of urbanization (that is, the paving 
of roads, installation of sewers and water, etc.) was a major obstacle in urban 
development for popular housing.  It noted that most developers purchased un-urbanized 
land either with their own money or through high-interest bridge loans as banks would 
generally not finance such purchases.  They were therefore much more likely to build an 
expensive subdivision than one for the popular classes, since building for the relatively 
well-to-do gave them the ability to collect down payments from purchasers prior to 
development. As noted in Chapter One, developers were responsible for the urbanization 
of new subdivisions, even those within the city, an obligation that was specified in 1941. 
By channeling money towards decentralized social interest housing, FOVI hoped to 
overcome this weakness in the market.  

FOVI was not a success. In fact, the amount of funds that went unused was so high 
that the study suggested it might have been “somewhat embarrassing” in light of the AID 
and IADB support for the loans. But, FOVI did partially take over the role of the 
BNHUOP in financing housing. Many saw the new agency as the centralizing agency for 
housing policy that people had been calling for. Rather than coordinate public funding for 
construction and working as a force for a specific kind of urbanization, as many had 
advocated in the past, it functioned to coordinate private investments in social housing, 
setting the terms for that housing only in terms of numbers (not urbanistic qualities). 
FOVI “aspires to the position of a ‘super-promoter’ able to analyze a given city's demand 
for social interest housing, to coordinate private housing plans with municipal, state, and 
federal objectives, to achieve considerable economies of scale in home construction and 
design, and generally to stimulate the private market by demonstrating that social interest 
housing is good business.”388 

FOVI would supervise the financing of “housing complexes of social interest,” which 
meant homes that did not exceed 55,000 pesos in total value, paid over a maximum term 
of fifteen years, with maximum annual interest of 9%, and in complexes with no fewer 
than five hundred homes. FOVI should approve “not only the general plans, but also each 
one of the projects for the complexes that these institutions are planning to build.”389 In 
addition, the agency would supervise savings and loan agencies and financing operations 
for all social interest housing. FOVI was crucial as a step in the direction of finance as a 
solution to the housing problem. The stimulation of the private real estate development 
market for low-income housing would become the principal strategy for low-cost urban 
housing in the decades to come.  

 

                                                
386 Oldman, 198. 
387 Oldman, 199. 
388 Programa Financiero, 185. 
389 Programa Financiero, 136. 
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Conclusion 
The work of the BNHUOP, while initially guided in part by the architectural ideology 

of modernism, over time became more based on analysis of family composition, 
population data, and rates of urbanization in order to determine where and what kind of 
housing should be built. With the growth of the housing program to national scope, with 
the addition of financing from international bodies, and with the associated discourse of 
developmental economics, by the 1960s Mexico’s government was more and more 
leaving architects out of policy decisions. Leaving behind the architectural experiments 
of the 1940s, the BNHUOP eventually became a pioneer in financing structures. When 
the bank changed its name to Banco Nacional de Obras y Servicios Públicos (Banobras), 
in 1966, it had consolidated its role as “an economic agent of the Federal Government in 
the financing of public works and services; contracting directly with foreign credits, and 
broadening its scope to include transportation funding.”390 While FOVI had taken over 
the role of financing housing, Banobras built a handful of housing projects in the 1970s 
under its Programa de Buena Vivienda, but these were minor projects in the context of a 
massive and growing agency, and the bank eventually abandoned all pretensions to find a 
solution to the housing problem through building housing.  

The BNHUOP had contributed close to one hundred thousand housing units between 
1946 and 1964. And the bank had undertaken by far the most comprehensive and 
important study of urban conditions until the new sociological approaches of the 1970s. 
Because of this work, the housing problem was finally, as Zamora had urged in his 
presentation at the UNAM, a financial, economic and social problem. But not all of the 
bank’s (or Zamora’s) recommendations were followed. The economists and architects of 
the BNHUOP urged the state and employers to raise wages, noting that the housing crisis 
was not only a problem of supply. “We know,” Zamora told the young UNAM 
economists, “that, in effect, the number and quality of popular housing is less than 
desirable.” The people who live there, he continued, “only have the economic capacity to 
pay for shacks and tenements, just as they can only buy tortillas and chile to eat and thin 
cotton pants, even to wear in the winter. It is not that urbanists and architects have been 
incapable of planning and building attractive neighborhoods of modest homes; nor is it, 
therefore, that teaching them how to do this would immediately make the slums disappear 
and make thousands of ideal comfortable and clean homes appear. No. Slums are slums 
because this is the only commodity that is within reach of the popular sector (al alcance 
de los bolsillos populares). And as long as we do not take steps to increase the economic 
capacity of that sector, people will continue to live in the slums.”391  
  

                                                
390 Labor realizada, 68. 
391 Zamora in Estudios 2, 5. 
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Conclusion and Epilogue 
 
This dissertation contributes to two literatures, the literature on modernism and 

the literature on the Mexican state in the post-revolutionary period. Modernist 
architecture was an important tool of the Mexican government from the 1930s when the 
municipal government first built worker housing at Balbuena, through 1970, when the 
federal government finally devised a coherent and substantive national plan for worker 
housing. Architectural modernism defined the form of the state’s interventions in the 
built environment with functionalist homes for workers, modernist superblocks based on 
the model of the Radiant City, and residential complexes that followed the ideas of the 
Heart of the City. And modernism created a framework in which state-supported 
urbanization could be pursued to achieve the goals of the postrevolutionary government. 
These goals were defined, in part, through the policies enacted by state agencies, among 
them the Pension Office, the IMSS, and the BNHUOP. In short, the social promises of 
the Mexican Revolution shaped the implementation of architectural modernism in 
Mexico just as much as modernism shaped the policy paradigm of the government, 
especially as it consolidated around the ideals of social welfare and economic 
development.  

In Mexico, modernist architecture in the middle decades of the twentieth century 
was as important to the political consolidation of the state as the more famous muralists 
were in the 1920s, and more important in terms of its institutionalization. The end of the 
regime of Lázaro Cárdenas, in 1940, has often been seen as a watershed in Mexican 
history. According to this view, what came before was full of social promise (even if the 
weak Mexican economy did not allow for its fulfillment); what came after was an 
abandonment of the promises of the Revolution. But the story of housing questions this 
periodization. First, because of the coherence in housing policy based on building and 
financing throughout the period from about 1930 through 1970, and even beyond, as we 
will see below. There was a basic understanding of the housing crisis as a problem that 
could and should be solved by the state, and the strategies it devised were in many ways 
similar across these four decades. Second, the period after 1940 was, in terms of housing, 
an era of increasing, not decreasing, attention to workers. In fact, after 1960, the federal 
government devoted greater resources to worker housing than it had in the decades after 
the revolution, when rhetoric and architecture had been more radical, but fewer homes 
were actually built. And, while the development of policies that expanded credit rather 
than constructing housing produced unfavorable urban conditions in terms of increasing 
outward growth (rather than increasing urban density), the changes in state policies 
actually favored the desire of workers to own single-family homes.  

 
In 1962, President Adolfo López Mateos called on Antonio Ortiz Mena to 

negotiate the passage of a major modification to the Federal Labor Law.392 López Mateos 
                                                

392 Eventually passed through a closed-door agreement between the president and the CTM, the law 
was sent directly to Congress without discussion of its specific contents outside the sphere of the Secretary 
of Labor, Salomón González Blanco. The law came into effect on the first of May, 1970, and remained in 
place through 2000, when it was overturned by legislation supported by President Vicente Fox which 
represented a major overhaul of the system of worker housing. The law was passed in 1962, then re-written 
in 1967. 
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sought to clarify, once and for all, the role of employers in providing housing for 
workers. The labor law faced resistance from businesses, who strongly opposed the 
passage of any requirement to fulfill their constitutional obligation to provide housing 
and other urban services for their employees.393 According to Ortiz Mena, this 
disagreement between businesses and the president was the most important conflict 
during his tenure as Finance Minister, a post he held from 1958 to 1964.394 Ortiz Mena 
believed the requirement would represent an unbearable cost to national businesses and 
cause an increase in consumer prices that would jeopardize national economic growth.395 

Because labor unions represented a major political base, congress was committed 
to preserving the housing benefit. The moment a congressman “proposed or accepted 
lesser benefits than those that the President of the Republic, himself had originally 
proposed,” Ortiz Mena later wrote, “he would loose all political legitimacy.”396 So Ortiz 
Mena designed a program to deliver the same housing benefits to workers while 
lessening the burden on employers. It would fall to the government, he decided, to 
support a new plan to provide housing for workers.  

Ortiz Mena suggested that the IMSS take over this responsibility by providing 
housing for its beneficiaries. The obligation, he claimed, presented an insupportable 
burden for businesses. As he correctly noted, the landscape of the city and of industrial 
production had changed drastically since Article 123 was written in 1917. Rather than 
large industries located in unpopulated areas like the mines and textile factories of the 
turn of the century, by the 1960s the structure of industry had changed considerably, with 
a more industries within already urbanized areas.397 He proposed that employers 
contribute the equivalent of 5% of worker salaries, to be deposited into a fund to be used 
for the construction of housing for sale and rental.398 This was a manageable, predictable 
and stable amount, he argued, limiting the contributions and dispersing the burden evenly 
across industries. The fund was intended as a complement to financing from private 
banks and other institutions of “vivienda popular” and would be held as a trust in private 
banks. This system, he claimed, would be both decentralized and free of bureaucracy.399 
The issue was fiercely debated within and outside of the government; opponents stood by 
the constitutional obligation of businesses to provide housing.400 

The passage of this law would require constitutional reform, and it was put aside 
until the next sexenio, when it was eventually passed with significant alterations. The 5% 
contribution remained the basis of the law and replaced the direct obligation of employers 

                                                
393 Ortiz Mena, 242. There was also opposition on the part of businesses in terms of profit sharing 

requirements. López Mateos had supported a controversial bid for profit sharing among railroad workers, it 
was a lightning rod issue—sensitive for both sides. 

394 Ortiz Mena 244.  
395 Ortiz Mena 244-245.  
396 Ortiz Mena 245 
397 Ortiz Mena 245-46 
398 Ortiz Mena 246.  
399 Ortiz Mena 246. 
400 Ortiz Mena notes claimed that most unions were supportive of his proposal, although some saw it 

as a limitation on the rights of workers. He argued that among the strongest opponents within organized 
labor were those who had interests in construction, and that because his proposal was more “transparent” it 
would decrease their profits. 
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to provide housing. But the new law, which was finally passed in 1970, included the 
creation of a centralized agency that, rather than working within the private finance 
sector, was parallel to it, “participating not only in financing, but also directly in the 
acquisition of land and the construction of homes.”401 The fund for worker housing was 
managed by a new agency created by the law, the Institute of the National Fund for 
Worker Housing (INFONAVIT), which absorbed and centralized all other worker 
housing initiatives within the state, becoming the largest mortgage lender in Latin 
America and a fundamental building block of the relationship between labor and the state 
during the 1970s and 80s as well as the greatest single factor in determining patterns of 
urban development to date in Mexico.402 Although modernist ideals no longer drove 
housing policy, the state continued to experiment with and adjust the balance between 
direct state intervention in construction and indirect stimulation of housing markets 
through financial means, as we have seen it do since the 1930s.   
  

                                                
401 Ortiz Mena 247. 
402 INFONAVIT is the largest mortgage lender in Latin America. The reform and expansion of 

INFONAVIT led to a transformation of the housing production system in Mexico, whereby more houses 
are now built by developers and purchased with a mortgage than through a self-build process, and it 
enabled the growth of several national homebuilding firms such as Casas GEO, Homex and Consorcio Ara. 
(See, for example, Monkkonen, Paavo (2011), “The Housing Transition in Mexico: Expanding Access to 
Housing Finance.” Urban Affairs Review 47 (5): 672-95. Also note that Jesús Silva Herzog Flores (son of 
the famous economist) was the first director of INFONAVIT (1972-76) and went on to become director 
general of the Bank of Mexico (1977-78) the Undersecretary of Finance under López Portillo (1979-82) 
and Secretary of Finance under de la Madrid (1982-86).  
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