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LA NOCHE TRI STE
The testinony begins:

May 14 1997: Just after daybreak, police forces broke into ‘Villa
Fl ora,” whose owner is the sister of the President of the
Association for a Traditional Puebla: [Agustin] Cchoa, who is
beaten by police dressed in civilian clothing. The house is taken
and the residents, after a tense day, seemready to | eave the
bui I ding. That night, a police action of enormous proportions

fills the alley known as the ‘' Estanque de | os Pescaditos’ ... our
turn.
May 15: In the early hours of the norning, the famlies Ranirez

St ef andn, Loépez Arnenta del Valle y LOpez Armenta Aguil ar bear
witness to judicial officials wearing sonbreros and giving order
to police in the street, only a few neters fromour houses: they
tell themto put up a netal barrier and station police in front of

our doors so we can’'t leave ... all the entrances to the alley are
al so bl ocked [off]. The [police force] includes individuals
dressed all in black, with faces covered by bal acl avas; they

surround the buildings, flattening thensel ves agai nst the walls.
It is difficult to assess how nany there are, but they have
encircled the entire bl ock, assisted by the darkness of night and
their clothing. There are at |east 500, maybe even 800, but what
is certainis that the display of force is inordinate: we are no
nore than a few defenseless famlies confined to our hones, but
who nonet hel ess deserve the treatnment usually reserved for
dangerous crimnals. (Mria El ena Stefanon 1997)

If informed, and correctly so, that these events took place in
contenporary Mexico, Chiapas would i mediately spring to mnd as the
likely location. There, the army, police forces and paranmilitary have
actively pursued a systematic policy of encircling municipios auténonos
under cover of night, then noving in to prosecute a house-to-house
search for those who have “attacked the juridical basis of the Mexican

state,” in the words of Governor Roberto Al bores Guillen (Mariscal
1998). The final act of the army, as they shepherd their prisoners off
tojail, is to dismantle the structures that defiantly declare this

public space free and clear of governnent interference.

As Maria Elena Stefandén's testinony continues, it confirns the
Chi apas hypot hesi s:

The appearance of bull dozers alarnms us. W grab the tel ephone:
we call famly and friends, and we try to call the press. The

last call is to the Marin Arnenta famly, who |live next door:
‘The bul | dozers are going toward your house,’ we mahage to say,
but the nessage ends there: the line has been cut ... we are left

totally i ncormuni cado

From ny kitchen wi ndow, on the [third] floor, we see the blinding
lights of the bulldozers as they invade the Marin Arnenta’s
property. The lights seemeven brighter because the electricity

has been cut off. It is two a.m Fromthe shadows, their cries
reach us: ‘jThey’'re tearing down our house! jThey' re tearing it
down!’ ... W feel inpotent as we watch, and within a few hours,

their homes and the few bel ongi ngs they nanage to sal vage are



thrown carelessly into trucks. By daylight the eviction and
destruction of their hone is over. (Maria El ena Stefandn 1997)

Per haps the nention of a tel ephone and the press belies the
supposition that these events took place in a renote, rural area. It is
true, they did not. But neither did they occur in an illegal settlenent
on the periphery of a city, or on ejido | and, taken over by poor
fam lies |acking the econonm c nmeans to purchase hones. These actions
were perpetrated by the state governnent of Puebla in the heart of its
capital city, also known as Puebla, an area designated by UNESCO i n 1987
as a “patrinonio cultural de |a humanidad,” or world heritage city. The
peopl e whose hones were destroyed were the | egal owners of parcels their
fam lies had purchased over a century ago. The |and and houses
conprised the patrinonio, or heritage, of the Lopez-Marin-Arnenta
famlies, who lived and worked in themstill.

Wy, then, the overwhel m ng show of force, the violent eviction
under cover of night and the destruction of people s homes and
livelihoods? In what follows, | will briefly recount the events that
led to these acts, but | want to begin by suggesting that the response
to this question is fairly straightforward. These famlies suffered the
“Chi apas sol ution” because they defied the legitimcy of the governnent,
synonynmous in Puebla with the ruling party, the Party of
Institutionalized Revolution, or PRI. Like their conpatriots in the
nmuni ci pi os aut 6nonos of Chi apas, the Ldépez-Marin-Arnenta famlies and
their nei ghbors chall enged the governnent’s right to expropriate their
hones for what the rightful owners termed “lucrative” ends. They fought
on legal terrain, appealing to the courts to stay the orders of
expropriation, and they waged an ideol ogi cal war w el ding a powerful
di scourse of social justice. The PRI governnent responded weakly in
di scursive form but forcefully in practice, as evidenced by Maria El ena
Stefandn’s testinony. In return for their efforts, the Ldpez-Arnenta-
Marin famlies and many of their neighbors |ost their hones.

SOCI AL JUSTI CE | N CONTEMPCRARY MEXI CO

Soci al and economic justice continually surface as key themes in
cont enporary Mexi can government di scourse in response to repeated
econom c, political and social crises. |In a speech this past My 29th
i n Chiapas, President Zedillo warned agai nst those who ascribe to the
“theol ogy of violence,” affirmng that it is never legitimte to
t hreaten vi ol ence, because only the State can apply justice.” Even if
the Mexican State has failed to inpart and exercise just acts in the
past, he warned, people cannot take these matters into their own hands
(Vargas and Henriquez 1998:3). Wile Chiapas continues to figure
prom nently in considerations of justice or the lack thereof, it is
periodically edged out by civil society's calls for an end to official
protection of crimnal activities from ki dnapping to narco-trafficking,
corruption in general, and nost recently, a just resolution to the
banki ng crisis known as Fobaproa. Each new emergency provokes a rash of
expl anations, dissimulation and prom ses of “transparency” on the part
of the PRI governnent in its conduct of political and econom c affairs.

But if the Mexican government is the only legitinmate bearer and
adm ni strator of justice, why has it repeatedly failed to inpart
justice, or at least take action that |eaves peopl e reasonably satisfied
that it is doing all it can to resolve, and not aggravate, serious
econom c, political and social inequalities? And why do Mexicans find
it necessary to engage in organi zed struggle to establish alternative



visions?® In contradiction to President Zedillo' s fornul ation

geogr apher David Harvey contends that there is no single definition of
social justice that derives frometernal, universal principles.

Instead, justice is all about societies, however they mght be
constituted, making decisions regarding the “[resolution of] conflicting
clainms” (Harvey 1973:97). These clainms involve the distribution of
econom ¢ and soci al goods ampong the various groups that conprise a
society. Thus, the concrete formand neaning of justice in any given
time and space is socially determ ned.

VWhen engagi ng in discourse designed to deflect attention from
crisis, corruption or violations of human rights, the Mexican governnent
and the PRI vigorously enmploy all three mainstream stances on justice
identified by Harvey (1996). The libertarian position that trusts the
i nvi si ble hand of the market to ensure a just distribution is comon in
neol i beral political fornulations. But officials also base their
pronouncenents on a contenporary utilitarian approach, which argues that
the just solution is that which results in the greatest good for the
greatest nunber; or alternatively point to the social contract, which
considers a state of justice to exist when the nost di sadvant aged
menbers of society live in the best situation possible, given the need
for the systemto continue functioning.

Al three normative approaches assume the governnent’s authority
to determine a just distribution of goods and rights. But as Harvey
contends, the constitution of social and economc justice is contested
terrain. Despite its access to comunications nedia through which its
views are widely diffused, often to the exclusion of others, the
government/ruling party explanation often fails to convince. When the
reality of people’ s lives diverge dramatically fromofficial discourse
they band together in various fornms to express and act upon the
contradictions they perceive. These actions have the potential for
devel opi ng i nto what Harvey (1996:401) terns a “class project,” the only
means by which the working class presents a direct “challenge to the
circulation and accunul ation of capital which currently dictates what

transformati ons occur and why.” Though nmany of these novenents
never devel op beyond the | ocal, or focus on ethnic and cultura
expressions at the expense of the cl ass-based consci ousness of which
Harvey speaks, | argue that they represent a deliberate nove toward the
assunption of the right to participate in the determ nation of soci al
justice.

In what follows, | explore the creation of a discourse of social
justice by residents of several of Puebla s working class barrios in
resi stance to an urban renewal project pronoted by the mnunicipal and

state governnents. Maria Elena Stefandn’'s testinony describes the
dramatic finale in a protracted, four-year struggle that continues to
date, though in attenuated form |In the face of a concerted governnent
canpaign to evict and discredit the residents of some of the city’s
poorest and nost deteriorated nei ghborhoods, the latter responded to the
government’s clains, both in practice, as they nounted an authentic
opposi tion novenment, and in word, as they countered the governnment’s
| ogi ¢ through their own public discourse

! Jurist and ex-Attorney General, Sergio Garcia Ramirez, clains that

the Mexican state has lost its “social character” and therefore can no
| onger ensure the provision of liberty, justice and devel opment ( Garci a,
F. 1997).



THE PASEO DEL Ri O SAN FRANCI SCO PRQJECT

On August 11, 1993 (Garcia, M 1993a:1), the newspaper El Sol de
Puebl a reported the nunicipal government’s order of expropriation of
property enconpassi ng twenty-seven nmanzanas in eight barrios in the
eastern extension of the historic center of Puebla. This zone had
served as the residential district of the indigenous peoples who built
the city for the Spanish. Located on the other side of the San
Franci sco River, the indigenous barrios have al ways been anong the
poorest and neglected in Puebla.? In 1993, although 46% of the
bui I dings were classified as residential, only 55% had bat hroons and 29%
| acked drinking water. A full 87%of the area’s residents were renters.
Seventy-ni ne percent of the buildings designated as “historic” showed
signs of deterioration (Ranbs Rivera 1993).

The | egal basis for the expropriations resided in the governnment’s
right to declare the area of “public utility.” The intent was to
construct a convention center and tourist conplex to “detonate” the weak
urban econony.® The actual project, provisionally entitled the “Partia
Program of Urban Devel opnent, |nprovenent, Conservation and Integration
of the San Francisco R verwal k” (hereafter the Paseo project) consisted
of nothing nore than a series of “diagnostics,” including “nodernization
of building usage,” “elimnation of novel architectural elenents and
construction,” and “recuperation of the river zone” (Flores Morales et
al . 1995:167). Despite having no detailed plans in hand, the nunicipa
gover nment unani nously approved the project and the expropriation of
twenty-seven manzanas that it would entail.*

Though the Paseo project was essentially a “virtual” plan, the
response on the part residents of the affected barrios was quite real
The public notice of massive, but as yet unspecified, expropriation
created chaos in city hall as residents sought information on the
details of the project. Only three of the eight barrios were nentioned
by nane in one newspaper, which also clainmed that the project would
enconpass 224,000 square neters and affect 700 people ( Garcia, M
1993a). Yet another reporter clained that 4,000 famlies would be
affected (Cordero y Bernal n.d.). Still another newspaper wote that
t he Paseo woul d enconpass 22.5 hectares containing 300 parcels and seven
factories, and would affect 200 property owners and 700 inhabitants
(Mercado Martinez 1993). This article also identified the specific
bl ocks to be incorporated into the project. In the absence of concrete
pl ans, all government figures were cal cul ated guesses.

In his initial public statenents on the Paseo project, Mayor
Raf ael Cafiedo justified the nunicipal governnent’s actions on the basis
that it was best to take definitive action to end the runors that had
been circulating for nonths about a possible urban renewal project in

2 One of the barrios included in the original expropriation, Analco, means “the other side of theriver” in
Nahuat!.

® Pabl o Duran Guzman (1998a) reports that the municipal governnent net
on August 8, 1993 to approve the plan, but that their act becane
official when published in the Periddico Oicial on August 13, 1993.
The first nention in |ocal newspapers of the project’s approval was on
August 11, 1993.

* The concept of the “paseo,” or “riverwalk,” originally called for a
“river, or nore accurately, a navigable, artificial |ake” that would
stretch across several manzanas and replicate the tourist zone of San
Antoni o, Texas (Duran Guzman 1998a: 1H).




the barrios in question. Wth the “good” of the comunity in mnd, he
thought it best to lay the collective mnd to rest concerning the
government’s long-term plans for the area. Though the definitive plan
woul d not be available for three or four nonths, residents could now
begin planning to | eave the affected barrios. To allay people s fears
of unconpensated expropriations, he assured just conpensation for the
expropri ated based on the prom se of cooperation on the part of
BANOBRAS, or the National Wrks Bank, and the National Bank of Mexico. °
And finally, the mayor pledged to create a consulting comm ssion, or
“consul ta popul ar,” which would include engineering faculty at |oca
col l eges, architects, public works officials, the city’ s urban

devel opnent of fice, businessnmen’s organi zations, “and especially,
citizens” (Garcia, M 1993a:1).°

A firestorm of public opinion envel oped the munici pal governnment
for nmonths after the announcenent of its decision. Pobl ano architects
and historians objected to the contracting of United States firms to
create plans for an historic Mexican city. Business |eaders |anented
t he apparent favoring of foreign over |ocal capital, and demanded equa
i nvest ment opportunities. And as runors began | eaking out about what
the project actually entailed, virtually everyone called into question
the logic of creating an artificial |ake and luxury hotels in an area of
the city lacking the infrastructure to deliver water on demand and
control flooding during the rainy season. University-based
professionals centered their attacks on the destruction of |local culture
and identity and the | ack of an authentic public voice during the
pl anni ng process (Aguirre 1993; Aguirre M 1993; Sintesis 1993; Duréan
Quzman 1998a, c).

As time went on, many of the voices in opposition muted, as the
“experts” becane convinced of the value of the project, were offered a
share in order in return for their silence or sinply grewtired of the
struggle.’” Many figured that the project would sinply never be realized,
given the conplexity of the design and the economc, political and
social difficulties to be overcome. The comunity-based associ ations
that had formed in i mredi ate opposition to the project were left on
their own. Two organizations remained promnent in the years-long fight
for justice: the Unidén de Barrios, conprised of renters, nerchants and
property owners, and the smaller Asociaciéon Cvil por los lIdeales de |la
Puebl a Tradicional, A C. (hereafter Asociacién Cvil). These were the
residents who, in the words of Maria El ena Stefandn, “could not sit by

with arnms crossed ... when one of our children--at that tine only three
years old--... valiantly declared that no one was going to break up his
room” Instead, they and their neighbors created a discourse of justice

to counteract both the actions and official pronouncenents of the
muni ci pal and state governments.

® Shortly after issuing the expropriation decree, the governnent

decided that it would be best to refer to this action as the
“acquisition” of property, rather than the nore politically distastefu
term “expropriation.”
® Despite the pronise of a broad representation on the consulting
conm ssion, the nmenbers listed in El Sol de Puebla on August 12, 1993
i ncl uded the mayor, the city council that had approved the project and
the director of the state’s urban devel opnent agency ( Garcia 1993b: 6).
The specialist sent by UNESCO to investigate charges that the Paseo
project mght violate the integrity of “world heritage city” standards
ended up working as a consultant to the project (see Ranbs Rodriguez
1994).




CONTENDI NG DI SCOURSES OF SOCI AL JUSTI CE

In its opening salvo, the municipal governnent clained justice as
its province (Garcia, M 1993a:1). This signifies the inportance of
this concept as legitimation for the broad exercise of state power. ®
From t he governnent’s perspective, the expropriation was just for two
reasons: First, it acted within its constitutional rights to
expropriate. This argunent reflected a conbi ned concepti on of socia
justice as derived fromutilitarian and libertarian principles. That
is, the project was necessary because it would lead to the greater good
for nost poblanos, and that extant inequalities would be resolved by the
mar ket. Second, the governnent was willing to keep its part in the
soci al contract by paying a fair price for expropriated property.
Regar dl ess of where barrio residents ended up living and worki ng, they
woul d be situated, by definition, in the best circunstances possible,
gi ven the governnment’s decision that the project was necessary.

Barrio residents responded to the Paseo project with a di scourse
of resistance that contained four distinct |ines of contention: an
alternative discourse on the nature of the social; a challenge to the
di scourse of public utility; an inclusive discourse on the essence of
denocratic process; and a refutative di scourse on just conpensation
Al of these themes were devel oped by | ocal opponents as popul ar
conceptions of social justice. Once its discourse on constitutiona
rights no longer held currency with the public, the government focused
al nost excl usively on conmpensation. |In other words, the collapse of the
utilitarian discourse and the cynicismw th which nost Mexicans view the
capacity of the market to administer a just distribution of the nation's
weal th forced the governnent to stress its intent to abide by the socia
contract. In the other areas addressed by barrio residents, the
gover nment adopted a di scourse of silence and bode its tinmne.

An Alternative Di scourse on the Nature of the Socia

Ant hr opol ogi st Luz Maria Flores Mral es and her coll eagues
(1995:175) identify “the discourse of common social culture” as the
primary discursive nmeans used by “the inhabitants of the ol dest barrios
of Puebla ... [to argue in opposition to] the Rio San Francisco
project.” These were perhaps the nost powerful arguments created by the
organi zed resi stance, since they pointed the way toward a unifying
thematic that challenged their economc and social marginality. And
this discourse was the creation of barrio residents, not in response to
what the governnent clained about them but what it ignored: the
exi stence of a cultural presence that gave nmeaning to urban life and
hi story.

8 The expropriation was an act of the nunicipal governnent, then
controlled by the PRI. The |arger urban devel opnment plan, Plan

Angel 6polis, of which the Paseo project was one conponent, was the
brainchild of the state’s governor, Manuel Bartlett Diaz, also of the
PRI. The initial reaction of affected residents was directed toward the
muni ci pal government, but when it becane clear that the governor and
state agencies were the principal proponents and instigators of the
Paseo project, resistance generalized to include both | evels of
government and the PRI in general. 1In what follows, | include both the
mayor and rmuni ci pal government, and the governor and state agencies,
under the general rubric of “the governnent.”



The Uni 6n de Barrios consider their nei ghborhoods to be nore than
a groupi ng of residences, workshops and small businesses. They are
i nstead the contenporary spatial and social expressions of their
original inhabitants, multiplied by the collective histories of all
t hose who cane after. Although their indigenous ancestors occupi ed
nmar gi nal status in colonial society, say Unio6n de Barrios nenbers, they
earned their descendants a mneani ngful place in contenporary socia
relations. These forenothers and forefathers, they claim
forged, through their work, their struggles and their hopes a
culture of alnost five hundred years’ duration. Margi nalized in
the center of the nmetropolis, the popul ation of these barrios has
endured the negative effects of governnent policies and has
constructed its collective existence as the product of its daily
work. For this reason, it is only just to defend its historic
i nportance and preserve and develop its cultural heritage. The
barrios are and will continue to be the heart of Puebla’ s history,
vital space of a working people, conscious and defensive of its
col l ective values. (Unidn de Barrios 1998)

The testinony of Maria El ena Stefandn reinforces the sense that it
was inportant for barrio residents to resist their exclusion and
mar gi nal i zati on:
“W won’t sell, we won't |eave!” we shouted, beginning in 1993,
with the Uni6n de Barrios, with the Asociaci 6n Puebla Tradi ci onal
with everyone with roots in “the other side of the river” (the
puni shed side, the ancient side, the side with nore fl ooding
during the rainy season, the poorest and the nost conbative when
it had to be during its long ... history). (1997)

For the duration of the five-year struggle against the Paseo
project, the residents of the affected barrios naintained that no one
shoul d be forced to | eave their hones for any price, just or unjust.
They called on their rights as long-tinme nmenbers of a community that was
constituted in space and time through economc and cultural practice.

It was clear that the governnent viewed the barrios as little nmore than
a spatial grouping of deteriorated and decayi ng buil dings | ocated on
prime, center-city real estate. By contrast, residents understood the
barrios as sites of residence, work and the construction of cultura
identities rooted in history and manifested in cycles of ritual, both
sacred and prof ane.

“We are defending traditions that we have devel oped over hundreds
of years,” said Juan Loépez, a fifty-year resident of barrio Analco. “In
these barrios, eighty to ninety percent of the residents are Catholics
and celebrate rituals that are the result of the mx of H spanic and
i ndi genous cultures ... This gives us an inheritance that we have the
obligation to preserve ... W don't need to inport these kinds of things
fromother cultures that are foreign to ours” ( Rios Martinez 1997).

Juan Loépez used the ant hropol ogi cal concept, “intangible culture,”
to refer to the “kinds of things,” that nade the barrios a specia
soci al space. These include religious rituals, songs, popul ar theater
and dance and the artisan production for which the barrios were known.
They do not include McDonal d’s and other things “ norteanericano.” The
Uni 6n de Barrios used the concept of intangible culture to refer to
“living cultural tradition and the spiritual wealth of the people”
(Carrillo 1994). Broadening the concept of the social to include
cul tural heritage, Juan LOpez’ list pointed to the even nore intangible
process of identity formation, which is, in the opinion of



ant hropol ogi st Luz Maria Flores Mrrales and her col |l eagues (1995:175),
“an inalienable right.”

The spont aneous response on the part of residents of the San
Franci sco housing estate, just a few days after the announcenent of the
project, reflects this socio-spatial understanding of justice. 1In an
advertisement in El Sol de Puebla (13 August 1993:17), they rem nded the
government that many had owned their homes for generations, and these
nodest properties constituted the only inheritance they had to pass on

to their children. “Actions that affect our lives, our neans of naking
a living and the peace of mnd of our famlies are not just,” clained
the Col onos de San Franci sco. Ignoring the question of nonetary

conpensation, they proceeded to the heart of the matter--famlies,
livelihoods and social relationships. For residents, the barrio
constitutes their way of life, roots themin history and links themwth
one another in past, present and future. The value of socialized space
cannot be realized in nonetary transactions because social relations
cannot be bought and sol d.

The inclusionary discourse of the popular barrios directed the
public eye, and in consequence, the governnent’s attention, to the
contenporary exi stence of people possessing cultural identities which
| ocate them and their ancestors as prom nent social actors. Their
barrio consists of nore than a set of alienable structures with
nmonetary val ue. They placed thenselves in the stage in past and
present, seeking to force the governnent to recognize their rights to
determ ne their own futures. The government did not respond directly to
this alternative vision of the barrios.

Chal | engi ng the Discourse of Public Wility

The di scourse of public utility was a governnent creation. Both
muni ci pal and state governnents based their right of expropriation of
the Paseo project properties in the 1993 Ley Ceneral de Asentani entos
Humanos, which sets forth the norns, principles and intergovernnenta
rel ati ons necessary to order, regulate and plan for the “foundi ng,
conservation, inprovenment and growt h of popul ati on centers” ( Congreso de
| os Estados Uni dos de México 1995:9). |In Chapter 1, Article 4, the |law
establ i shes the constitutional basis for the determ nation of “public
utility and social benefit,” such that property that lies within an area
slated officially for urban devel opnent can be deened “of public
utility,” and thus expropriated ( Congreso de | os Estados Uni dos de
Méxi co 1995: 13).

In the case of the Paseo project, the government’s prem se for
“public utility” was that the social interest would be served by the
econom ¢ “detonator” effects of the Paseo project, primarily jobs in the
construction and tourist industries. Welding the utilitarian discourse
that the project would yield the greatest good for the greatest nunber,

t he governnent al so prom sed inproved public services, since water
drainage and paved streets are necessary to attract tourists ( Manjarrez
n.d.). Behind this legal discourse lay the intent to clear the Paseo
project area of human existence, leaving only the structures that had to
be preserved by law for their historic value. Residents were nystified
at first by the governnment’s refusal to listen to alternative proposals,

°® It is asad irony that the Paseo zone will receive inproved public
services only when the inhabitants who have suffered fromthe | ack
t hereof no | onger reside there.
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but becane convinced that investors and/or funders had demanded that the
area be cleared of |egal entangl ements and residents. The governnment
woul d then be free to sell the properties to private devel opers,

i nvestors and busi nesses for the purpose of constructing hotels,
restaurants and ci nermas. *°

Those slated to | ose their homes to private devel opers chal | enged
the governnent’s utilitarian discourse by characterizing the public
utility in this instance as illegal, imoral and for lucrative ends.

The expropriation would not bring good to a great nunber, but would
benefit a select few with the neans to purchase depreciated urban
residential property and convert it to profit-making, comercial use.
“Neither Article 27 of the Constitution, the Agrarian Reform Law, the
Tourism Law nor the Law of Expropriations of the Government of the State
of Puebla, nor the Urban Devel opnent Plan of the sanme entity define
public utility as the establishment of hotels nor commrercial zones,
especially when the latter are lavish,” charged the Asociacién Quvil,
citing lawer and former state representative A ejandro Gallardo Arroyo,
in a full-page notice taken out in El Sol de Puebla on 10 November 1993
(p. 16; see Aguirre M 1993:31). Nor, claimed the Asociaciodn Gvil,
does the | aw give the municipal governnent the right to broker rea
estate deals. Finally, the group pointed to Article 25 of the Universa
Decl arati on on Human Ri ghts, which guarantees “every person ... a right
to an adequate and secure standard of living with respect to famly,
health and wel fare, and especially food, clothing and housi ng”
(Asociaci6on Cvil 1993:16). The munici pal governnent’s expropriation
property owners clainmed, “illicitly and arrogantly” denies those rights
to the residents of the Paseo project area.

It is one thing, maintained residents, for the government to
expropriate private property for the purpose of urban devel opment with
obvi ous, wi despread public benefit.* It is another thing entirely for
the state to expropriate private property in order to resell it to a new
owner at a profit. As Juan LOpez succinctly observed, “to take property
fromone individual to sell to another is ‘business” (Persona
Interview with Juan Loépez, July 23, 1998). M guel Lépez, a
representative of the Free Citizens of the Analco Bridge, describes
“public utility” as a “[violation of] “the constitutional rights of
citizens [of the Paseo area] because the construction of hotels and
restaurants are not ... works of social benefit” ( Hernandez Al cantara
1997a:8). Mire to the point, state the Colonos de San Francisco

9 The Paseo project underwent so many nodifications between 1994 and
1996 that it was dubbed “the crypto-project” (Duran Guzman 1993d). The
riverwal k, cable car, artificial |ake and other anenities were

di scarded, and by |l ate 1994, the negaproject had been reduced to a

m ni proj ect (Ranps Rodriguez 1994; La Jornada de Oiente, Decenber 14,
1994:2). The current plan is for the state governnment to build only a
convention center, museum and park, and to sell the remainder of the six
surroundi ng manzanas to private devel opers and busi nesses. The park has
been | andscaped, the nuseumw || occupy a renovated factory buil di ng,
and the convention center is slated for conpletion in Qctober 1998. The
state government has announced that the trust created for the purpose of
managi ng the expropriated properties will begin auctioning them off
during the latter half of the sane year

1 The people of the barrio organizations “are not opposed to the
advancenent of the city, but to ‘nodernization” [plans] rooted in the
destruction of part of the heritage constructed by previ ous generations”
(Santin 1994b).
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(1993:17), “it is not just to affect our lives ... for the construction
of shoppi ng pl azas and convention centers.” For “progress,” wite
resident Maria Roque (1993), “cannot be based on injustice.”

The di scourse of challenge al so i ncorporated an alternative
di scourse of devel opnment. The Uni én de Barrios (1998) proposed the
possibility of “a radical urban reformthat benefits the popul ar sectors
and elimnates specul ati on and poor | and use.” Such plans woul d
“pronote the popul ar struggle for decent housing, public services, a
better standard of living, defense of the historical heritage and
culture and real social developnent” ( Uni6n de Barrios 1998). And the
di scourse of inclusion is present in the statenent that the Unidn de
Barri os nenbers “consider it indispensable to exercise our rights and
deci de our own destinies, take an active role in governnent decision-
nmaki ng and devel op sel f-nmanaged devel opnent projects and prograns ( Uni 6n
de Barrios 1998). The organi zed opposition thus chall enged the
government to consi der other possible approaches to urban reform The
gover nment ref used.

I ncl usi ve Di scourse on the Essence of Denocratic Process

The governnent did not engage in a di scursive debate on denocratic
practice. It sinply ignored the |egal procedures set forth in Chapter
3, Article 16, of the Ley General de Asentam entos Humanos, which states
that “state urban devel opnent legislation will determ ne the procedures
for the participation of the social and private sectors in the
formul ati on, nodification, evaluation and oversight of plans or prograns
of urban devel opnent.” Specifically, “the state or municipal authority
shoul d advi se the public when it begins the planning process” and wll
“diffuse this information wi dely” ( Congreso de |os Estados Uni dos de
Mexi co 1995:22). The sane article goes on to prescribe a series of
public hearings regarding the plan. The plan, criticismthereof,
responses to such criticismand nodifications to the plan should be nmade
avail able in the corresponding public office for inspection before the
pl an is approved (Congreso de |os Estados Unidos de Mexico 1995: 22-23).

In response to the governnent’s failure to conply with these | aws,
barrio residents slated for expropriation filed court appeals which
called into question the legal basis for the declaration of public
utility. This strategy effectively halted construction. 1In return, the
muni ci pal and state governnents responded with a di scourse of silence.
Property owners who did not want to sell were not wel come in governnent
of fices (Ranbs Rodriguez 1994; Santin 1994a; Garcia and Hernandez 1997).
Those suggesting alternative arrangenents were al so refused audi ence.

For exanple, the Asociacién Gvil proposed that instead of

expropriation, property owners be permtted to deal directly with

busi nesses interested in purchasing or renting space for touri st
anenities. The government refused, charged property owners, because the
loss of this internmediary role would forfeit the funds the governnment

pl anned to recuperate through the sale of property at higher prices than
it intended to pay in conpensation for expropriation (see Santin 1994c).
Apart fromdenying that this practice constituted |and specul ation, the
gover nment never publicly recognized the need to proceed via an open

i ncl usi ve deci si on-maki ng process.

The Uni on de Barrios presented in its actions an exanpl e of
i nclusive social relations that challenged, albeit indirectly, the anti-
denocratic practice of the government. The group’ s organi zi ng
princi pl es included open menbershi p and denocratic deci si on-naki ng, and
it demanded fromits nenbership attitudes of respect, fraternity and
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responsibility toward one another. They rejected any expressions of
bossism privilege and mani pulation. “W are ruled by the principals of
vol untary menbership, collective | eadership and renewabl e and revocabl e
supervi sion by the nenbership, as well as transparency in the nmanagenent
of information and resources ( Uni 6n de Barrios 1998).

In stark contrast, charged the Union de Barrios (1998), the
government is “anti-popul ar, anti-national and anti-denocratic.” The
government’s attitudes, they contended, were evident in

recent constitutional reforns that had reversed the historic

advances of the Mexican people in areas such as agriculture and

education. This retreat represents an attack on the basic
concepts of social justice and sovereignty which should prevail

Urban policy has been ruled for decades by the | ogic of capital

whi ch has permtted | and specul ation, the tyranny of real estate

conpani es and the formation of urban latifundios, all the result
of an irrational use of urban space and chaos in services, roads,
etc. The popul ar struggle against this state of affairs confronts
the lack of denpcracy, the closing of dialogue and repression
on the part of authorities, aggravating by these actions the
social and political consequences of the general policy of the
reginme. (Unidn de Barrios 1998)

Furt hernore, they charged, the grand urban devel opnment schenme known as
Pl an Angel 6polis, which included the Paseo project, is
1) anti-denocratic in that it was not produced through a process
of popul ar consultation, especially anong the affected sectors;
2) anti-popul ar because it does not correspond to the needs and
interests of these sectors, nor to Poblanos in general; and
3) anti-national because it obeys the interests of transnationa
capital and is a grave attack on Puebla’ s cultural and historic
heritage and living culture. (Unidn de Barrios 1998)

Ref ut ati ve Di scourse on Just Conpensati on

As noted above, the government’s first pronouncenents prom sed
just conpensation for expropriated property. The ensuing debate on what
constituted a “just” price for the land and buildings located in
Puebl a’ s historic center revol ved around whether it should be based on
t he assessed val ue for tax purposes, which was artificially low, or on
the comerci al val ue, since the governnent planned to sell the
expropriated properties to private interests ( Garcia 1993c; Qutiérrez
Sal vatori 1993a; Vélez lglesias 1993a). One authority suggested that
the line be drawn at the commercial value “and a little nore” ( Qutiérrez
Sal vatori 1993).

As those who were willing to sell soon discovered, the prices
offered fell far below the conmrercial rates at which the property could
be sold on the open narket (Hernandez Al cantara 1997b). Each i ndividua
owner met with the government in a private session, and all were urged

to maintain secrecy with respect to the amount received. It was clearly
i nportant for the governnent to maintain that owners were not only
willing, but eager, to sell, and they thus released information to the

press to that effect. However, the figures were always contradictory,

gi ving credence to the organi zed opposition’s contention that the
government was lying in order to force hold-outs to sell. For instance,
the Director of the Angel 6polis program Argelio Lecea Gonzéal ez, clained
in January of 1994 to have convinced 80% of the property owners to sel
their lots and buildings (Santin 1994a), but the Coordi nator of the sane
program Jesus Hernandez Torres, conplained in Septenber of the sane
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year that the government had only acquired a bit nore than 20% of the
| and sl ated for expropriation (La Jornada de Oiente 1994:2).

The Uni on de Barrios and Asociaci6on Gvil repeatedly charged the
government wi th engaging in speculation ( Ghnez 1994). The governnent’s
libertarian discourse that the market would distribute goods and
services in just fashion offered no refutation of these charges. For if
the market was really “free,” why not allow individual property owners
to sell directly to businesses? |In several cases cited in La Jornada de
Oiente on 20 May 1997, the price per square neter offered by the
government fell well below the $300 per square neter being paid in
out | yi ng nei ghborhoods of the city | acking paved streets, public
lighting and drai nage. The governnent was willing to pay only $148 per
square neter for the property of Agustin Cchoa's sister, located in the
heart of the Paseo project (Garcia and Hernandez 1997; see al so BMG
1998). The Marin fam |y whose home and wor kshop were bul | dozed in the
police action of 16 May 1997 had been willing to sell, but when they
were offered $377,270 for property with a comercial value estinmated at
$3, 000, 000, they decided against selling. This led themto return the
check, reject the government’s offer and file a stay of execution. The
next response they received fromthe government was the destruction of
their home and |ivelihood.

“It is not possible that justice will be denied”

Al 't hough the Uni én de Barrios and the Asociacion Gvil struggled
for four long years, they could not ultimtely halt the Paseo project. ™
But their achievenents were significant: the original expropriations
were overturned in the courts a year later, and the size of the project
was eventual |y reduced from twenty-seven manzanas to six. ™ Confronted
with an active opposition that might negatively affect funding for the
project, the government had to act. But whereas barrio residents
“transparently” organi zed, marched and publicized their position, the
government retreated behind its sinple discourse of constitutionality
and j ust conpensati on.

The organi zed opposition to the Paseo project was a reaction to
t he i mredi ate probl em of expropriation. But over tine, this m xed-class
group of hone-owners, renters, artisans and small busi ness-owners
| ocated thenselves in tinme and space. Their repeated references to the
lack of “logic” or “rationality” in the Paseo project reflected their

refusal to surrender to the spatial logic of capital. Many began to
understand history in a different light. ®“As is the case with nost of
us,” wites Maria Elena Stefandon (1997), “I knew that historically,
people all over the earth had |ost their homes in unjust and sonetines
violent circunstances ... But this occurred -1 believed- far away from
where we lived; it was sonething distressing and unjust ... but always
sonmewhere el se.” Like other residents of the barrios “on the other side

of the river,” Maria El ena has cone to understand her situation in the
context of what David Harvey (1996:401) explains as the ability of

capital to “dictate what ... transformati ons occur and why.”

2 As of Septenber 1998, several property owners are still struggling
for the return of their properties.

31 amstill investigating the barrio residents’ clains that the judge

who overturned these orders was |later renmoved fromoffice by the
governor for his interpretation of the law. The court appeal s of
residents of the final six manzanas have all been denied and their
property expropri ated
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The di scourse of social justice created by barrio residents
reflects the novenent of its nmenbers toward a consci ousness capabl e of
constituting a “class project,” though perhaps their “project” is better
characterized as a spatialized cultural-historical project. In all
cases, their discursive |lines contest normative conceptions of soci al
justice and President Zedillo' s contention that the governnent is
capabl e of serving as arbiter. The alternative discourse of the nature
of the social placed the marginalized back on the geo-social and
historical map of the city. Their understanding of their own history
and the larger political economc forces that led to their exclusion
qualified themto deci de when justice was present. The discourse
chall enging the public utility of the project nmade it clear that the
project could not be considered “the greatest good for the greatest
nunber.” Cbviously, the privileged few were slated to benefit fromthe
project. The inclusive discourse of denocratic practice exposed the
government’s unwi |l ingness to abide by the nation’s |aws and thus
disqualified it fromserving as partner in the social contract. And the
government’s refusal to permt property owners to sell their real estate
directly to interested buyers made it clear that the narket is not free.

Lacki ng an adequate response to the clainms of injustice, the
government had to deci de on another course of action. The nunicipa
government that passed the expropriation decree was so discredited that
the PRI mayor was replaced by an opposition party mayor in the 1995
el ections. But the governor intended to nake the project a reality, at
| east in abbreviated form For a long tinme, the state agenci es bode
their time, apparently waiting for the courts to repeal the annul ment of
the expropriation decree. As Maria Elena Stefandn sadly noted, they
could afford to wait because “they own tine,” whereas ordinary citizens
must get on with their lives. But while the governnent waited, it
pl anned. The result was the “ Chiapas solution” recounted in the
introduction to this paper. The governnent clearly no | onger cared
about the justice it had clained it would deliver back in August of
1993. Capital was waiting. Contrary to the hopes of one resident who
was convinced that “it is not possible that justice will be denied,”
(Carnmona Lara et al. 1997), Karl Marx’s dictumholds firm “between
equal rights, force decides” (cited in Harvey 1996: 399).



15

Bl BLI OGRAPHY

Asoci aci6n Gvil por los Ideales de |a Puebla Tradicional, A C  1993.
El Sol de Puebla (Novenber 10): 16.

Aguirre, Al berto. 1993. “Dudas y criticas sobre un proyecto poco
conocido.” Sintesis (July 22): 7.

Aguirre M, Alberto. 1993. “ Qposicién en Puebla al corredor turistico-
industrial “Angel 6polis.” Proceso 873 (July 26): 29-31.

BMa  1998. “Afectados de San Francisco iniciarian juicio.” La Jornada
de Oriente (August 6): 6.

Carnona Lara, Deyanira, Nelly del Carmen Méndez Corte, Ricardo Lima Cruz
and Al ejandro Vel azquez Castro. 1997. “El Proyecto del paseo de
San Francisco: un necesario recuento.” Sintesis (May 18): 4-5.

Carrillo, Carnen. 1994. “No Autorizado el Proyecto del Rio.” La
Jornada de Oriente (April 27): 15.

Chavez, Patricia. 1997. “El Gobernador pronete pago justo a Afectados
del San Francisco.” Sintesis (May 20): 4.

Col onos de San Francisco. 1993. E Sol de Puebla (August 13): 5.

Congreso de | os Estados Uni dos Mexicanos. 1993 [1995]. Ley Ceneral de
Asent am ent os Humanos (Publicada en el Diario Oicial de la
Federaci 6n el dia 21 de julio de 1993). Mxico: Editorial
Por r Ga.

Cordero y Bernal, Rigoberto. n.d. “A Fuego Lento.”

Duran Quzman, Pablo. 1998a. “El Rio de San Francisco y el
Megaproyecto, Prinera Parte.” E Angel de Puebla (June 1): 1H

---------- . 1998b. “EH Rio de San Francisco y el Megaproyecto, Segunda
Parte.” El Angel de Puebla (June 8): 4H

---------- . 1998c. “H Rio de San Francisco y el Megaproyecto, Tercera
Parte.” El Angel de Puebla (June 15): 4H.

---------- . 1998d. “EH Rio de San Francisco y el Megaproyecto, Cuarta
Parte.” El Angel de Puebla (June 22): 3H.

Fl ores Mrales, Luz Maria, Cecilia Vazquez Ahunada, Jésus Antoni o
Machuca Ranirez, Marco Aurelio Ranirez Camacho and Leopol do
Rodriguez Morales. 1995. *“Angel 6polis, Puebla: nodernizacién o
destrucci 6n de la historia urbana.” In Jésus Antonio Machuca R,
Marco Aurelio Ranirez C. and Irene Vazquez Valle (eds), H
Patrinonio Sitiado. Mexico: Lithoinpresora Portales: 161-183.

Ganez, Diego. 1997. “Lonbardi, de |la Unesco, estudia el proyecto del
rio San Francisco.” La Jornada de Oriente (May 11): 8.

Garcia, Maria de los Angeles. 1993a. “Se Pagard lo justo a |os
Af ect ados: Rafael Cafiedo.” El Sol de Puebla (August 11): 1.

---------- . 1993b. “ Opiniones de Todos Acel eran Avances, Afirma el
Al calde.” El Sol de Puebla (August 12): 1.



16

Garcia, Fermin Alejandro. 1997. “En Meéxico se esté perdi endo el
caracter social del Estado: Sergio Garcia Ramirez.” La Jornada
de Oriente (August 22): 3.

Garcia, Ferminy Martin Hernandez. 1997. “Vera, del PAN, hizo la
normativi dad proyecto de San Francisco: Alcala.” La Jornada de
Oiente (May 20): 3.

Qutiérrez Salvatori, Martin. 1993a. *“Justificados Deben ser |as
Expropi aci ones Para Cbra del Megaproyecto: JE' E Sol de Puebla
(August 12): 8.

---------- . 1993b. “Contrarrestard Proyectos ‘ Tecnoburocréticos’:
LPM” E Sol de Puebla (August 13): 2.

Harvey, David. 1973. Social Justice and the Cty. The Johns Hopki ns
Uni versity Press.

---------- . 1996. Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference.
Bl ackwel | Publ i shers.

Herndndez Al cantara, Martin. 1997a. *“ Condena asoci aci ones civiles |os
hechos de la zona del rio San Francisco.” La Jornada de Oiente
(May 21): 8.

---------- . 1997b. “Se entrevistaran hoy afectados de |la zona
expropriada del Centro Histéricoy Meza.” La Jornada de Oriente
(May 26): 3.

La Jornada de Oriente. 1995 (Cctober 5): 2.

Manj &rrez, Alejandro C n.d. Sin Censura.

Mariscal, Angeles. 1998. “La Operacion en Taniperlas ‘no infringe’ Ila
l ey del dialogo.” La Jornada (April 12): 4.

Mercado Martinez, Ivan R 1993. “ Sol anente son 700 Afectados en |la
zona de utilidad publico.” La Opinidn (August 12): 2).

Ranps Rivera, Maria Luisa. 1993. “Valor Fiscal Para | os 200
Propi etarios de Innuebles.” Mnento (August 12).

Ranps Rodriguez, Miisés. 1994. “E Angel 6polis debe revisarse: UNESCO
e INAH " Pagina Regional, Niom 23 (Novenber 7): 22-25.

Ri os Martinez, Joaquin. 1997. “La Unidén de Barrios y |la defensa de |la
cultura intangible.” Sintesis (Septenber 6): 12-13.

Roque, Maria. 1993 (August 26): 1-9. Unpublished M5

Santin, Socorro. 1994a. “El proyecto del Rio San Francisco | o deben
realizar ‘especialistas’: Argelio Lecea.” La Jornada de Oiente
(January 8): 8.

---------- . 1994b. “Piden se presente publicanmente el proyecto del Rio
San Franci sco.” La Jornada de Oiente (January 26): 5.



17

---------- . 1994c. “No estanos en contra de un proyecto viable:
propietarios de Rio San Francisco.” La Jornada de Oriente
(February 2): 8.

Stefandén, Maria Elena. 1997. “Nuestra Casa, Nuestros Barrios, Nuestra
C udad Que Miueren”, Testinmonio y Refl exiones Sobre El Proyecto de
Paseo del Rio”: 1-5. Unpublished M

Uni 6n de Barrios de Puebla. 1993 [1997]. Docunentos Basicos de Nuestra
Organi zaci 6n (witten and approved Novenber 1993): 1-4.
Unpubl i shed N5.

Vargas, Rosa Elvia and Elio Henriquez. 1998. “No hay ideologia n
teologia que justifique la violencia, dice Zedillo.” La Jornada
(May 30): 3.

Vélez lglesias, Lilia. 1993. “A Valor Conercial Deben Pagar |os
I nmuebl es: Bardales.” E Sol de Puebla (August 12): 1.



