INTRODUCING THE VEXTCAN INDIAN TO 1931

A fTormer Secretary of Education in Uexieo, Dr.
Pulg Casaurane, tells a story of how on one of hie tours
of inspection he stopped one day to viszit the frontier town
of Hegales in the State of Jonora.

"My eye was ceught®, relates Ir, Casaurane, "by a
splendid building in the process of eonstruction on &
little hill in the poorest snd most nmisersble section
of the town, WVhen I enguired sbout this duilding, I
was informed it wes a school being bullt by the City
Council. Host of the actusl lsbor, however, it later
developed, was being done by the inhablitants of the little
community sround the sechoel; for it was these poor people
who carried the stones up the stesp hill - working like
peons, without pay or recompense of any sort. I imned-
intely decided I mugt vizit the aschool and talk to some
of these volunteer workers. Among others, I met ome old
man almogst seventy years of age. Don Isabel was bis name,
and he had come to Hogales from the State of Guanajuato. I
started to compliment him for the work which he was doing
for the school, but in the midst of my repmarks, he stopped
me and said: *Sefior, there is no reason for you to cone
gratulate me; when T used to live in my *pueble? in Guans-
Juato, there also I carxrried many rocks and stones - but
it was %o duild & church that I labored. Now I labor to
build a school, for I have learned that when we lMexicans

are oblized to cross the border into the United States
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in search of work, they do not ask us if we know how
to pray; they ask us if we can resdf,.”

Often it is the Don Isabels who express more clear-
1y than many a learned tome or columm of statistics, the
cehanges that are taking place in a eenn#ry. And 80 it 18 in
this case, Nodern Mexico has put 1tz faith in educat ion.

The Mexican nation is at the present time conducting an ex-
periment in publie education, unprecedented in the history of
the country. Like old Don Isabel, Mexico is carrying rocks
and stones up & hill to build a school,

The bill for public education in Mexico for the year
193¢ was in round numbers 63,800,000 pescs. Of this amount,
40,100,000 pesos were spent by the Federal government and
23,700,000 pesos by the gtate and municipsl governments. PFor
the Federal government this meant that almost 12%of the
Nationel budget was devoted to education. The average per-
centege of the gtate and municipal budcets devobed to educa-
tional purposes was juat under 364. In other wﬁr&s,'trans-
lating the figures into American dollars, Mexico is spending
for publie education at the present tine approximately
$30,000,000 & year. With $30,000,000, & respectable number
of roads can be carried up & respectable aumber of hills.

It is my intention in thia lscture to deseribe briefly:
{1} the neature of the *hill" whiech Mexico is trying
to elimb ~ i.0. the nature of the educational problem; and
(2) what mamer of "rocks" Mexico is building into the
foundation and structure of its new educationel aystem.
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ILLITERACY In the narrower sense, the problem of education
in Mexleco 1ls & problem of illiteracy. The 1921 census gives
the totsl populat ion of Mexico as 14,334,730, Of this nunm~
ber, 6,878,345 or 65.274 of the population above 10 years of
age cannot read or write. In severel states the percentesge
of illiterscy of the population above 10 years of age rises
as bigh as 80%, and even in the Federal District the percen-
tage 1s 24.09%. To put the matter the other wey round, out
of & total population of 10,538,821 above 10 yesrs of age,
only 3,564,767, or a little over one-third, are known to be
able to read and write.

Undoubtedly, when the fTigures of the 193¢ census
ayre available they will show some decrease In the psreentage
of illitersecy. Taking the Tigures as they stand, however,
it would be difficult %o lmegine from the point of view of
our mo@ern standards in such matters, & worse state of affairs
than these staetistics disclose, Bul even figures, such as
these, cannot give a true understanding of the real educa-~
tional problenm with which the Mexlican government is faced.
bs & matter of fact, in any predominantly sgricultural coun-
try the inebility of & large per cent of the population to
resd snd write night not be sc importent as it appesrs at
first blush.,. The chiefl reason why the high percentuge of
illiteracy in lexico at the present time iz a matter of ser-
ioue ponent la thaet this percentage happens o be not only
an index of the ability of the people to resd end write, but,
what is vastly more significant, an index of the standard
of living of an overvhelming mejority of the population,
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In other words, the fact that 65% of the people
of Wexics cannot reed and write also corresponds with the
fact that at least 65% ( «ud probably more) of the population
ig living ot & level where the most stremuous efforts berc-
iy suffies te keep body snd soul together., And slithough i%
is not %o be denied that politieal, ecunomic and historical
factors are partly responsible for {his unfortunate condition,
the modern educational leaders of liexico sre firmly convinced
tinat at the rooh of the evil lies the ignorance of the people.
That tie poople cannot read and write is & winor natter CoOlfw
pared with the Tact that the me jority of iexieco's rursl popus
lation { and at lesst three-fourihs of ihe pecple are yuval)
is ignorant of sll but the most primitive sgrisultural teeh-
nigues; thet the people axe without knowledge of hwow to care
for thelr physicel welisbelng and lonocent of hygieﬁé; that
they do not know how to use the natural resources lying at
their very door-steps; and thel their homss, their clothes,

thelr food are sbill of the crudest and nost primitive type.

Lest it appear that this statement is only the
reaction of & foreigner, let me quote from a report recently
published by the former Sub-Secretary of Edueation, Sefior
Moisés Séenz4 after an official tour through the mountain-
ous regions of the State of Fuebla,

*the climate of this reglon is veried...the rain-

fall very generous and the land, 1if well cultivated,
of enormous fertility. The people are hard working...
men, women, and ehildren toiling like ants from sun to
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sun. And yelt, despite the fact that nature has been
prodigious in its gifts...that the land is well dis-
tributed amongst the population, thet they have peace
and foyr sore time past have had & benevolent governuent =
still the standard of living of these people is of the
very lowest typesess Using the msthbﬁs of the neolithie
age, th@ Indiens work their landa and gather its fruits,
On the market day of the nearest "puebloeito" { 'nearest?
oftines means a whole day's walk) the men, the women,
and even the poor little ehildren come carrying on their
shoulders the meager harvest... As did their fathers and
their grandfathers and all their ancestors, so also do
they; thus do they sow and reap, thus bargsin and sell...”

"For the most part, they know of no other way to
renew the fertility of thelyr lsnds than 4o allow then
periodically to rest., The year in which the land lies
fallow, the femily sinmply suffers wore hunger. In one
place, Zapotitlan, there was a man who cultivated his
land very well...Thizs man wished to teach the Indians
his seeret, They listened %o him with their ususl apathy,
but when the harvest came and they witnessed again the
mirecle of the grester yleld, they asked to what saint
he prayed in order to obtain such an abundant harvest
and to what prisst he said his masses,”

In order to get the full significance of this quota-

tion, it must be remembered that its author is not desecribing
ponditions in the 3tate of Chigpas or Oaxaca or any other

region far removed from the center of activity and as yst rela-
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tively undeveloped., On the contrary, the State of Puebla
iz one of the richest of the central platesc region and sas
well equipped with means of commmnication as any other stete
in the Republic., The conditions whieh characterige the life
of the inhabitants of the "sierras™ of Fuebla arc not the
exception im Mexleco, but the rule. Sinﬁé this is true, the
problem of education in Mexieo is a socisl problem in the
widest meaning of the term. The people need to be ftaught to
read and write, but, more than this, they need to be shomn
a way of life. Litteracy is oanly the first step; reading
and writing only a nmeans %o schieving ithe higher end of
ralsing the standard of living and "incorporating the nssses
of the people in the civilized life of the nation®.

CULTURAL If the question whick confronts the educational
EEE&Q@gEE;EX&&&&Ers of lexico is, from one point of view, a matter of
how the school can best aid the economic and materisl reho-
bilitation of the pecple, from amother point of viaw,'quite
as important for ths future of Mexico, it is s gquestion of
what part the school can play in creating a spirit of nation-
al unity end culturel homogeneliy in & country where as yet
these things are aspirations rather than sccomplished factas.
Mexico, in the words of a former Secretary of Hducation, José
Vasconcelos, is a land of contrastis and differences. "llexico's
most striking feature is the extreme difference in the appear-
ance of the inhabitants, the mature of the soil, in the ollw
mate of nearby ssetions, abysmal differences in the thought
of the people and in the landscape of the couniry. Perhaps
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there is no notion on earth where you can find in the same
accentuated form a coaxistence of human types separated by
centuries and even epochs of ethnograephieal development -

people different in blood, race,tradition and habits,®

CEQCGRAPHY Geographically, racially, and culturally, Nexico

is not ome, but & half domen different countries., In the
south and in a relatively narrow strip along_bath coasts are
the "tierras calientes”, with the excessive heat and torren-
tial rains of the tropies. Rising gradually from the great
Sonore desert in the north and attaining an elevation of
7,500 feet in the Valley of Mexieo, is the great central
plateau. The e¢linate of thise region varies fronm cool to very
cold and, although for the most pert semi-arid conditions pre-
vail, vhen the land is properly irrigated, due to the great
elevation, almost any product of the temperate and north tenm~
perate zone can be raised., Between the Great Central Plateau
and either coast can be found on the slopes and in the valleys
of the two mountain ranges which traverse Mexico from north

to south, almost any climate which may be desired., In the
fourteen hour trip, for example, between !exico City and Vera
Cruz, you pess through as meny varieties of climate as if you
journeyed in the United States from Estes Park, Colorado, to

Palm Beach, Florida.

Ethnologically, present day HMexieo presents as hetew
regénaus a picture as it does geographicslly. Conventilonally,
Hexlecan population is divided into three classes: whites,

Indiens, and "mestizos” { i.e. the resulis of crosses belween
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the indigenous groups and the whites), Of the total popu~
lation of some 14,300,000 given in the 1921 census:

1,400,000 or about 104 were classified as white,

8,500,000 or a little less than 59% were mestizo, and

4,200,000 or 29% were pure Indian.
These statistics esan, of course, be only approximmtely
correet; but at least they serve to indicate the larger outw
lines of the racial composition of the populetion. When one
stops to consider tnat no one of the threée meajor classes in-
dicated represents a "pure" or homogenous racial stock, the
pleture becomes even more complex. The ternm "whites™, Tor
example, refers in the main, of course, to the Spanish con-
querors end their descendants. But the Spanish, it mast be
remenmbered, are a hybridization of all the racial stocks of
Furope plus whetever 1s represented ethnologically by the hils-
torical terms “"Uoors" and "Jews", On the otner hend, what
the Census lists ag "pure indigenous® population, is made up
of at least three widely different types of Indians, in turn
divided into an undeternmined number { probably Tifty or more)
sub~-types. The mestizos are anything than cannot be put inte

one of the other two classes.

Considered in relation to the problem of edueation,
the zeographicel and raeial diversity which characterizes
Mexico would not necessarily appear as o significent Tactor,
were 1t not also true thet levels and verieties of euvltural
development can be correlsted with these geographical and

hiclogical differences. Without entering into the moot gueg-
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tions of geographical or racisl determiniss, one nay sin-
ply state that there is 1n Mexico at the present tine an
almost one Lo one correspondence beitwesn cultural diversity
and envirvonmental and biological diversity.

For convenience, one may spesk, for example, of the
indigenous {Indian) population of Mexico as a single “race";
bub one must be careful not to imply thereby a cultural unity
whiech in reality does not exist. This "gingle race’ includes
over 49 well distinpuished ethniecal groups, speaking between
50 and 100 dirferent and distinet lencuages or dialects, and
exhiditing markedly different customs end hablits of life,
After four hundred vears and more of domimation by Spanish
culture, there sre still in Mexico some 2,000,000 Indiens wio
cannot even speak the Spenish langusge. The cumulative effects
of social isolation in s mountainous country without adequete
weans of communication plus the different types of adjustment
ealled forth by the wany varieties of geographical environ-
ment, have inevitebly given rise to cultursl differentietions
which to this dey charascterize lexico.

Another basis for estimating the extent of these
rabysmal differences in thought® abd levels of cultural devele
opment, way be gained by consldering the following division
of the population into "types of ecivilization" recently pub~
lished by the Secretarist of Educstion:

Primitive or Indigenous Civilization

Iﬁai&ﬁﬁ I EEEEEEEEENIE F 3 IS NI N W N 3'5()0’009
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Intermediate Civilization

Ineluding a small percentage of Indians... 4,000,000

European or Modern Civilization

Ineluding & large percentage of Mestizos.. 1,500,000

Until more complete studies have been made, these
figures may be accepted as a fairly adequate representation
of the "ecultural map" of Mexico,

With this brief survey before us, we are now in a
position to understand why the problem of education in present
day Mexieo ls not only one of how to improve the soonomiec walfi
being of the people, but alsc a problem of how the schools may
be used for the "integration of the nation". The unity of
human groups depends upon thelr possession of a common backw
ground of experience and tradition and their reaction o con-
munally held symbols and ecolleetive representations, If lexieo
is not a netion, it is because the symbols of nationhood do
not yvet possess any nmeaning or significance fbi the vast me jor-
ity of the population. The flag, the national enthem, the
nationsl heroes have not entered into the experiesnce of the
people., "The historical tredition, whieh imposes uniformity
on the.euatomﬁ and aspirations of a people”, writes the lexi.
can sociologiast, Daniel Cosio Villegas, "properly speaking,
does not exist in iexieco...There are no popular legends, no
popular heroes...Bven our great bull-fighters and our great
bandits, heroces of the middle class, are known only to those
few individuals who read the daily newspapers.® The "gran
familia necional® is yet to be achieved in Mexieo; the respon-

sibility for its creation lies with the publie sehools.
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SOLUTIONS Turning now from our consideration of the nature

of the educational problem, let ue review in swmary fashion
the means which have been devised for its solution. Specifi-
cally, let us see what kind of schools are being established,
and what type of pedasgogleal procedure iz being followed. In
a word: what is Mexieo doing in its schools 1o reise the stan=
derd of living of the nmasses of the people snd to crease s spire
it of national unity and cultural honmogeneily?

SCGHOOL Before undertaking to answer these gquestions, it is

{3

nocesgary to state that in Mexico, publie education 18 carrs
ied on by the federal, state and nunicipal governments, As a
matter of fact, however, at the present time, with the except-
ion of a few of the larger cities, municipal schools are of
little importance, ITach sitate is autonomous in reggré to its
educational systen and mpv develop its progrsm frou the kin»
dergarten to the uvniversity. The Federal government has
charze of the schools in the Federal District and in the Terrw
itories and also has the right to establish sehools in any
state. This means that the Federal achool system, working
under the direction of the Secrstariat of ¥ducetion functions
independently of the state school system., Duplication of
effort iz avoided by & careful co-ordination of the federal
end siate prosrams,

Since what John Dewey has called "NMexico's educa-
tional rensissance” has been undoubtedly very largely due to
the work of the nationsl suthorities, it is sppropriate that

we should desvete our sttention mainly to the achlevements of
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the Federal government in this field,

The educational efforts of the natlional zovern-
ment in the country ab larso outside of the federal district
and the territories, dates frs§§§ear 1921, A%t this time
Mexico faced an educational orisis, The thirty years dic-
tatorship of Diaz was; to put it mildly, not distinguished
for achievenments in edwcation, and during the years of revo-
lution and soeial dilsorder Following the downfall of that
regime, the whole system had become completely disorganized.
Almost an entire generation had grown up withoul the sdvan-
tages of publie schools. In the larger clties, schools con-
tinued to operate after a fashion, but in the vast rural dise
tricts of lierico, where 75% of the population lives and has
its Vbeing, herdly a school was to be found., In the facs of
this situation, the federal government very wisely decided
to direct its Tirst efforts to establishing educational cen-
ters in these neglected rural connunities. Beginning with the
Cbrecon administration in 1981, this work has proceeded rapid-
ly. 1In 3Jeptember 1931, the Secretary of Hducation was able
to report tha§ 6,401 federal rural schools had been establish-
ed, with a total enrollment of 408,569 students, and 7,454
teachers. For the Department of Rural 3ehocls alone, the
budgeted expenditures of the national government in the year
1531 were over 9,000,000 pesos,

The program which is being followed in these federal
rural schools is admirably adapted to the educatiomal neels of

the agrarian communities. Departing from the traditionsl three
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"R¥g", the suthorities have placed the emphasis in the four
year course upon teaching the children { and through them
their parents} those things which will serve immediately to
increase productivity and raise the stendard of living.
Accordinzly, each school is eguipped with a small plot of
ground. Courses in ferming, gardening; the ecare of chickens
and rabbits, and ecourses in weaving, tanning, pottery meking,
the preservation of fruits and vegetables, and carpentry bulk
quite as large in the currieulum as reading, writing and
arithmetic. Night classes are held for adulits and every sffort
is put forth to make the school the center of the commnity
life,

In 21l the activities of the rural school, the
principle of "accidn” is in force. This means that the stu-
dents are encoursged to "learn by doing” rather then relying,
ag in the past, upon books and the words of the teacher for
the sources of their kpnowledge. 1o opportunity is negplected
to propagste the spirit of nationalism and group unity. The
Indiens ars belnz taucht to speak Spenish, and the national
anthem may be heard in little mountain villages where, before
the coming of the school, it is doubtful if even the meaning
of the word "lexico" was known., The states are following in
the foot=ateps of the federal government and the last census
reports the existence of over 5,000 state supported rural

schools.

NORMY L In order to train teachers for the rural schools,

SCHOU LS

besides establishing & series of regional normal schools (there

sre 20 of these now with a total enrollment of 2,972 students),
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the federal government has devised e most ingenious systen
of moveble teschers' institutes, known as "Cultural Missions”.
These so-called "Culiural Missions" consist of a group of
experts in education, agriculture, socisl work, small indus-
tries ( weaving, carpeniry, efc.) end physieal culture., Four-
teen such groups are now at work in the various states of the
Republic. A WHission remains in & given community for three
weeks. During this time, the rurel teschers of that district
receive intensive training in the theory and practice of rural
education. During 1950, for example, some 85 of these rural
teachers? institutes were held in 19 different states., The
total budget in 1950 for Cultural Hissions, including two so-
oalled Permenent Missions or rural soeisl service centers which
have been established in the statos of Jiidalgo arnd Michosedn,

was over 500,000 pesos.

A more specialized and advanced type of education 1s
being offered in the new ﬁaﬁﬁrél regional agrioultural schoola.
At the present time there are eight of these Escuelss Santralea
Agricolas located in as meny stetes. The sverage total cosia
of these schools is estimated at about 1,000,000 pesos each.
At the end of last year ﬁha snrollment in eall schools averaged
gbout 125 students per school. These institutions sre open to
the sons of small farmers ar gjiditarios { i.e. those who live
in the villages where the land is held communally). Briefly,
their phryeaa iz to furnish a mesns whereby the children of
the peons and smsll landholders can be developed into intels
ligent, self-respecting and competent farmers. FEach school
bas a large tract of land, is stocked with high-grade aniuals
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and equipped with modern fTarming and dairying machinery.
The agricultursl schools, next to the rursl schools, repre~
sent the most important educetional innovation of the pogt-

revolut lorary regime in Mexico.

one other wvery interesting ﬁxyﬁrimant whieh the
pational government is condueting in its general campalgn to
improve the comditions of the agrarien communities deserves to
be mentionsd. In 1925 there was inaugurated in Mexico City a
school known as “La Case del Fstudiante Ind{gena" or "School
Por the Indigenous Student”, This institution admits only
vpure” Indians and has as its avowed purposeé "the insorpora-
tion of the Indism as an integral part of the life of the no-
tion.” At the present time there are enrglled sonme 218 Ine
dian students, representing 21 states ané 25 or more differw
ent tribal groups. As an experiment in ra%ial peychology the
institution has slresdy proved & marke& 5&%@&&&,\?6? it has
shown once for all that the Mexiesn Indisn is not only equal
in eapmscity to other raciasl groups, but that he passaésas

many virtues and gifts of unique velue. The school hopes,

by sending its eraduates back "to leaven the loaf" in their

native village, to becoms, in time, a great socclal force for
reelaiming the Indians for Mexican mational life.

Ity@nat not be concluded from the facts which I
have presented that Mexico's educational rewskening hes been
entirely in the interest of the rural éiétxiet&. Both inside
and outside the federal distriet, the Department of Tduce-
tion has cerried on an intensive campeign for #ﬁe 1m@r9é&mﬁnt

of the city schools. Part of this cempeign has been to estab-
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lish *Escuelas Tipicas" or model primary schools in the
capital of each state. Also, the government meinteins some
30 industrial and commercial schools in various cities of the
Republie. In the federal Capital, the¢ institutions of higher
learning - the National ﬁnivarsity and the Praparaiory 3chools «
have heen reorganized .alomg more modern and more democratice
lines, sud in the Tield of primary edueation the 9 new "Dg-
cuelas al Alre Libre* {(Upen Air Schools) represent a most
original snd novel contribvution bto zehoul arychitecture and
pedagozical practice. I time permitied, it would be interest-
ing to treat in detall these and other aspects of the work of
the Department of IDduecation. This byiel survey, however, is
parhaps enough to reveal the mujor tendencies of the modeérn

Hexicnn efuonitlonal novenant.

By way of summary and balsneing the books on the
present status of Vexicsn education the following facts may
be passed in review:

CREDITS
- {1} The ?séeéal covernment is spending almost 127 of

ite total budget or around 40,100,000 pesos a year on edu-
cation. _

{2) The state and mmicipel zovernuwents are spending on
an average 365 of thelr budgets or about 27,700,000 pesos a
year for the same purpose,

{3) In all, almost 64,000,000 pesos per yser are now
being spent for publie sducation in Mexico.

{4} The stete and wunicipal governments are meintaining
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9,338 sechools of which 4,574 are rursal and 4,567 primery.

{5) The Federal government at the present tine is
maintaining 7,308 schools of which 6,401 are rural schools.

{6) The total number of schools, publie and private in
Mexieco is 19,792,

{7) The total enrollment in all schools is something
over 1,?6&,0{3:0: students of whieh 1,600,000 are in publie
schools. ﬁ

EEBITS

{1) At least 85% of the populstion of Wexico above
10 yesrs of age ( 1.e, something under 7,000,000 ) cannot
read or write.

{2) Of the total population of primery school age in
Mexico { i.e., between 6 and 14 years) epproximately only
1,700,000 or sbout 55% are in schoel, The remaining
1,400,000 children becanuse of the leck of schools, the ignore
ance of their parents, economic necessity ete. are growing
up without the beneflit of education,

(3) Some Mexican euthorities claim that at least half
of the rural and primary schools in Mexico, apecifiecally
these supported by the state governments, are so bad as to
be worse than useless. These schocls are said to have no
equipment and the teschers are "miserable beings" recelving
salaries of from 18 centavos to 1 peso a day.

{4) Somewhere between two and three nmillion Indians
cannot speak the langusge common to the ecountry.

(5) Nearly 8,000,000 people in lexico are classified by
the Miniatry of Zducation as having a "primitive" standard of
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living,.

Undoubtedly Mexieo is making hesdway in her struggle
with the forces of darkness, To have incressed the totel num-
ber of public sehools from 11,800 to 16,600 end %o have raised
the toiel government expenditures for education from 33,000,000
to almbst 64,000,000 pesos per yeer as HMexico has done in the
last five yéars, is no mean aahisvsmant; But the problem still
remaing éne of stageering proportions. HNot only must the nation
struggle with ignorsnce and nescience on every side, but in
education, as in every other public enterprise in Nexisco, war
has to be constantly wﬁg&é against the age-old traditions of
political graft and incompetence., There is &n ever-present
temptation to sacrifice the funds, sc badly needed for educa-
tion, to other and less worthy objects.

| Moreover, what for econvenience we have called here
the "problem of education in Mexieo™ is only one sspect of
that mach larger and move diffieult job which thﬁ revolutionary
governments have tackled -~ the soclal reconstruction of the
whole nation. It would be nsive and even foolish to hope that
in any educstionel progray, of whatever kind, Mexico will find
ths golution of all the soeial ills %o which it is heir. But
if the present aetivitias of the state end federal governments
are an earnest for the future, it is eleasr that lMexico is
deternined to give educatan’a faly chance to do its part in
ereating the new nation. The rest lies in the lap of the gods.
*I¢ must be recognized and said very loud and very clearv,
wrote the Secretary of Education in 1824, "that the work of
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popular redemption is now securely lsunched, and that it
has its roots deep in the conscience and heart of Mexloeo¥,
If this was trus in 1924, i% is doubly true in 1931.

Mexico has put its faith in edueationt



