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ABSTRACT 

 

 Based upon archival sources located in Mexico, this thesis represents a focused 

attempt at analyzing the factors affecting the punishment of juvenile offenders in late 

1920s and early 1930s Mexico City.  I argue that different crimes, homicide, prostitution, 

and rape, merited punishments that were prescribed to uniquely fit a suspect based on 

elite views of what represented the model family, education, and sexual behavior.  

The elite views were represented by state officials in the Tribunal para Menores, a 

court established in January 1927, to specifically deal with minors, legally defined as 

anyone under the age of 18.  Prior to the establishment of the Tribunal para Menores, 

minors were adjudicated in adult courts and placed in adult correctional facilities.  

However, the Tribunal represented the first attempt in Mexico City to separate child from 

adult.  Correctional schools were established that solely housed minors and in most cases, 

prison sentences alongside adults were no longer acceptable.  Instead, minors were placed 

in correctional schools where the ultimate goal was rehabilitation so minors could re-

enter society as productive members of the nation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

 

 Bathed in blood, Guadalupe Belmont stood silent, frozen in horror from what had 

just occurred.  On September 30, 1931 a gang of youths led by Brígido Waguer entered 

Santa Cantarina, a store owned by José Urbano Belmont.  One of the accomplices, 

Margarito Escutia, entered the locale first in order to cause a diversion, by asking if the 

store carried cookies.
1
  Within a few minutes, Brígido entered followed by another 

accomplice, Luis Martínez; the two closed the doors to the store.  José Urbano Belmont 

begged the minors not to hurt him but his pleading was met with the sound of flesh being 

punctured over and over again as Brígido and Luis plunged their knives into the body of 

the store owner.  During the commission of the crime, Guadalupe Belmont, the wife of 

José, was in the back of the store checking their inventory for cookies and when she came 

back to the front, she was left speechless.  The youths quickly left the store, leaving 

Guadalupe unharmed but covered in her husband�s blood as she checked on her 

husband�s lifeless body. 

The violent attack by the Waguer gang was not uncommon; minors routinely 

carried out crimes committed in Mexico City during the late 1920s and early 1930s.  The 

city itself had been rapidly growing since the turn of the twentieth century, in large part 

due to President Porfirio Díaz�s attempts to modernize the city, first began with Emperor 

Maximilian.  According to Pablo Piccato, city authorities were licensed to create distinct 

socioeconomic neighborhoods that would allow upper and middle class residents the 

opportunity to live in an affluent environment.
2
  New living quarters for the lower classes 

were planned away from the upper-classes� living space, so as to avoid any chance of 

overlapping socioeconomic neighborhoods.   

                                                
1 El Archivo General de la Nación (hereafter AGN), El Consejo Tutelar para Menores Infractores (hereafter 
CTMI), caja 11, expediente 4523, Miguel Ramírez Hernández, 16-17. 

 
2 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects: Crime in Mexico City, 1900-1931 (Durham: Duke University Press, 

2001), 19.  While allowing access to elegant buildings, dilapidated structures were torn down in order to 

rebuild parts of the city that kept with the theme of progression. 
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The attempt to quarantine the poor from the rich, however, was not as successful 

as planned.  The construction of new homes and neighborhoods required labor and 

materials, which were often provided by members of the lower classes.  In order to obtain 

basic necessities, the poor often had to leave their homes and venture into areas where 

they could obtain such goods, which usually meant entering more wealthy 

neighborhoods.  Piccato explains that this type of behavior was driven by everyday needs 

that caused the artificial boundaries between rich and poor to be blurred.
3
  The attempts 

to separate poor from rich failed.  Lower class citizens also began to challenge these 

artificial barriers by engaging in undesirable behaviors in both private and public spaces 

throughout the city, for example, fighting, murder, rape, etc.: behaviors that were 

considered atypical of the well-to-do.  Elites felt threatened by the poor because they did 

not respect these artificial barriers by committing crimes wherever and whenever they 

wanted.   

The problem of crime was compounded by a tremendous population migration in 

Mexico City during the first part of the 20
th
 century.  Government officials modeled the 

structure of the city after successful large European cities, which created many job 

opportunities.  Inhabitants of surrounding rural areas began moving into the city in order 

to fill the positions created during the growth process.  With Mexico City becoming part 

of the ever industrializing Western World, some working families found themselves with 

wayward and incorrigible children.
4
  As a result, crime among youths (those under the 

age of 18) became a major problem for Mexico City and progressive reformers sought to 

establish a place where juveniles could be judged and sentenced among their peers and no 

longer among adults.   

In January of 1927, the Tribunal para Menores was established in Mexico City 

and was primarily based upon the first U.S. juvenile court, which was established in 

Chicago, Illinois at the end of the nineteenth century.
5
  The goal of the Mexican Tribunal 

                                                
3 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 21. 

 
4 Theodore N. Ferdinand, �History overtakes the Juvenile Justice System� in The Social Construction of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency, ed. Ronald J. Berger, Chicago: Nelson Hall, 28. 

 
5 Genia Marín Hernández, �Historia de las Instituciones de Tratamiento para Menores Infractores del D.F.,� 

Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos (1991): 21.  A Tribunal for Minors was originally established in 

1923 in San Luis Potosí but was eventually moved to Mexico City. 
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was to reduce and ultimately eliminate the growing number of juvenile offenders in the 

city.  In March of 1928, a law was published that called for the state to involve itself in 

the elimination of juvenile delinquency.  The state needed to examine physical and 

mental disturbances of interned minors but more importantly they needed to take into 

account deficient family environment and the social characteristics of the minor.
6
  

Furthermore, interned minors were expected to stay for at least 15 days, in one of the 

various correctional schools, in order to be properly observed before punishments were 

given.
7
 

Minors were brought to the Tribunal charged with a variety of crimes, ranging 

from homicide to petty theft.  But severe crimes like homicide, prostitution, and rape 

received the most attention from the Tribunal and its workers.  Based upon my 

examination of all juvenile cases archived in the Archivo General de la Nación, from the 

establishment of the Tribunal in 1927 to the spring of 1932, the number of violent crimes 

were becoming more and more frequent as the years passed.  Time and money were spent 

on examining violent offenders� backgrounds, as well as providing them housing, in 

order for the social workers of the Tribunal to continue their observations.   

Sources and Methodology 

 This thesis is a social and cultural history of juvenile crime in late 1920s and early 

1930s Mexico City.  It is primarily based upon case files from the Tribunal para Menores 

that are archived in the Archivo General de la Nación (AGN) in Mexico City.  Within the 

walls of this former prison, the AGN houses many of Mexico�s most important historical 

artifacts.  Research produced twelve cartons that averaged 50 cases per carton of juvenile 

offenders� case files.  From those cartons come the 574 cases that were the basis for this 

thesis. 

An average case file contained a multitude of information, both public and 

private, on every child brought before the Tribunal.  For instance, information detailing 

family environment, educational history, family illnesses, writing samples, observations 

recorded by social workers, and many other items allow historians a glimpse into the past 

and how these child offenders were viewed and treated by state officials.   

                                                
6 Genia Marín Hernández, �Historia de las Instituciones,� Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos, 21. 

 
7 Genia Marín Hernández, �Historia de las Instituciones,� Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos, 22. 
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 While most crime committed by minors was petty theft, for instance, pick 

pocketing, stealing radiator caps, food, sombreros, etc., an unusual amount of violent 

crimes plagued Mexico City in a relatively short time period.  From January 1927 to 

March 1932, cases of youths committing crimes of homicide, prostitution, and rape were 

occurring quite frequently.  The age of these juvenile delinquents ranged from as young 

as eight to as old as 17, on the cusp of being classified legally as an adult.   

These cases involving minors provide scholars a window into the formation of 

childhood.  What evolves out of these cases is a thesis that presents new information 

regarding what factors affected minors� punishment, as well as how the Tribunal saw 

rehabilitation as a key punishment for most minors, even violent ones.   

 The case files presented in this thesis were selected after a database was compiled 

cataloguing almost 600 examined cases.  Variables like name, crime, age, home address, 

and victim�s address were recorded.  Using the database allowed an unobstructed view at 

all crimes committed by minors from 1927 to 1932.  Most crimes were in the category of 

petty theft which allowed the more violent crimes to stand out.  Homicide, prostitution, 

and rape were chosen because they represented adult actions and concepts that were 

displayed by children, as the average age of violent offenders was around 12 years old, 

the age of a sixth or seventh grader in modern society.    

As a modern society desensitized to violence, it must be remembered that these 

violent crimes, especially homicide and rape, frightened working class residents who 

mostly lived with confined areas where many people knew one another.  Crimes like 

homicide, prostitution, and rape were far beyond normal yet these minors were afforded 

the same opportunities for rehabilitation as non-violent offenders. 

Historiography  

 The study of juvenile crime in Latin America, specifically Mexico, is sparse.  

However, there has been an ever increasing focus on crime, mostly involving adults, 

since the late 20
th
 century.  Crime was previously regarded by elites, in the first half of 

the 20
th
 century, as a lower-class phenomenon.  However, crime affected everyone 

regardless of social standing.  Recent trends in Latin American historiography has seen a 

change from �top-down� history to an examination of those in the lower classes. like 

most new social and cultural history topics in Latin America, was regarded in the first 
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half of the 20
th
 century, as a lower-class phenomenon.  Recent trends in Latin American 

historiography have seen a change from �top-down� history to an examination of the 

lower classes.
8
  Yet studies of crime and criminality in Mexico by American historians 

has remained limited.   

 Arguably the most important work on crime in Mexico City has been Pablo 

Piccato�s City of Suspects.  Piccato analyzes how the lower classes countered elite�s 

preconceived notions of who was a criminal.  Piccato argues that the lower classes 

countered the legislation that targeted them by engaging in criminal activities both in 

lower class sections of the city as well as upper class sections.  Furthermore, increasing 

crime rates, as Piccato explains, were the result of rapid urbanization and growth of a city 

that was never designed to accommodate an extremely large population.
9
 

 While Piccato�s work is a social and cultural history of crime in Mexico, Robert 

Buffington examines Mexican criminality from a legal and social perspective.  In 

Criminal and Citizen in Modern Mexico, Buffington argues that elites developed laws 

that defined who was or who was not a citizen in early 20
th

 century Mexico.  Essentially, 

criminals were left absent from the historical record of citizenship.  Elite attitudes 

towards race, lower class lifestyle, women, and sexual deviance all influenced how 

criminality of the lower classes was perceived.
10

  Furthermore, I believe that this included 

not just adults but children as well.  Yet, children were afforded luxuries that adults were 

not.  With the establishment of the Triunal para Menores, children became valued 

members of society, specifically, part of the nation�s future. 

  Arguably one of the best history dissertations to never be turned into a book, 

Cristina Rivera-Garza�s Master of the Streets: Bodies, Power and Modernity in Mexico, 

1867-1930, addresses and explores how prostitutes and the mentally insane were seen as 

weak links in Mexican society.  Elite Mexican residents had a tremendous impact on how 

certain groups within society were dealt with, especially prostitutes and the mentally 

insane.  Rivera-Garza argues that prostitutes and the mentally insane were seen as a 

                                                
8 Alan Knight, �Subalterns, Signifiers, and Statistics: Perspectives on Mexican Historiography,� Latin 

American Historical Review 37:2 (2002): 137.  
 
9 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects: Crime in Mexico City, 1900-1931 (Durham: Duke University, 2001), 1-

11. 
10 Robert Buffington, Criminal and Citizen in Modern Mexico (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2000), 4-8. 
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major threat to the emerging modern Mexican nation.  Additionally, prostitutes and the 

mentally insane like other members of the lower classes challenged the nation�s beliefs of 

what constituted good social order.
11

  Conversely, child prostitutes, although viewed as 

threats to the nation, were allowed a chance for rehabilitation.   

 Katherine Bliss� Compromised Positions: Prostitution, Public Health, and 

Gender Politics in Revolutionary Mexico City investigates how prostitutes viewed 

themselves in relation to the state.  Elite views saw prostitutes as sources of vice and 

immoral behavior.  However, the prostitutes defined themselves as hard working 

individuals as well as victims of helplessness.  Bliss argues that these prostitutes reached 

out to Mexican government officials in hopes that they would assist them based upon the 

paternalistic attitude of the nation.
12

  Similarly, child prostitutes were provided assistance 

by the state in the hope that these children could be reformed. 

Finally, Julia Tuñón Pablos� Women in Mexico examines what women�s lives 

were really like throughout Mexican history.  Normally viewed as weak and subservient, 

Tuñón Pablos argues that this traditional view has been perpetuated throughout history 

uncorrected.  Women knew how to manipulate the situation by having a public-self and a 

private-self or as Tuñón Pablos puts it between their real lives and their controlled lives 

exercised by law.
13

  

Scholars working on other areas of Latin America have also made important 

contributions to the historiography of crime and criminality.  Carlos Aguirre, in his work 

The Criminals of Lima and their Worlds: The Prison Experience, 1850-1935, discussed 

the prison experience in late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 century Lima, Peru.  The book analyzes 

how discipline and rehabilitative treatment in the penal system changed over the years.  

With this change, different prisoners experienced diverse treatment.  Aguirre argues that 

regeneration was not a part of the prison system treatment; instead prison officials and the 

                                                
11 Cristina Rivera-Garza, �Masters of the Street: Bodies, Power and Modernity in Mexico, 1867-1930� 

(Ph.D. dissertation, University of Houston, 1995), vii. 

 
12 Katherine Bliss, Compromised Positions: Prostitution, Public Health, and Gender Politics in 
Revolutionary Mexico City (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), 1-5. 

 
13 Julia Tuñón Pablos, Women in Mexico: A Past Unveiled, trans. Alan Hynds (Austin: University of Texas 

Press, 1999), xiii-xvi. 
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government focused on demonstrating their authority over prisoners.
14

  The Tribunal para 

Menores, however, sought to separate minors from adults, unlike the courts in Lima.  

With the state�s assistance and want for reformed members of society, the government 

demonstrated their authority of minors by placement in correctional schools as a form of 

punishment. 

Prostitution in Buenos Aires, examined by Donna J. Guy in her book titled Sex 

and Danger in Buenos Aires, focuses on how Buenos Aires officials attempted to regulate 

and control prostitution in Argentina while dealing with hygienic problems that plagued a 

large portion of the city�s adult males.  A series of public health recommendations, 

initialized by doctors, proposals to treat epidemics like smallpox and tuberculosis, saw 

doctors move beyond their Hippocractic Oath and as Guy argues, into the role of social 

reformer.
15

  However, prostitutes were not part of this social reform.  Instead, most 

hygienists and government officials believed that prostitutes needed to be segregated 

from the general population and that they could be treated differently than other members 

of society.
16

  This meant that treating prostitutes as sub-humans was the appropriate 

behavior to demonstrate.  Prostitutes were undeserving of humane treatment.  But in 

Mexico City with the establishment of the Tribunal para Menores, Mexican prostitutes 

were treated quite differently by doctors and government officials. 

Eileen J. Suárez Findlay�s Imposing Decency analyzes how female residents of 

Puerto Rico evaluated their own lives based upon certain factors.  Women used their 

sexuality as a means of constructing their gender, class, and race.  Social movements in 

Puerto Rico stemmed out of anger with reforms, questions about sexual practices and 

honor, and racial inequality.
17

  Included in these struggles were prostitutes, who were 

placed under watch by the government like Mexican and Argentinean officials were 

doing in their respective countries. However, prostitutes soon found themselves 

                                                
14 Carlos Aguirre, The Criminals of Lima and their Worlds: The Prison Experience, 1850-1935 (Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2005), 1-4. 

 
15 Donna J. Guy, Sex and Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family, and Nation in Argentina (Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1990), 78. 
 
16 Donna J. Guy, Sex and Danger, 80. 

 
17 Eileen J. Suárez Findlay, Imposing Decency: The Politics of Sexuality and Race in Puerto Rico, 1870-

1920 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 2-8. 
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negotiating their personal business against the nation�s wishes just like prostitutes in 

Argentina and Mexico. 

Finally, Julia Tuñón Pablos� Women in Mexico examines what women�s lives 

were really like throughout Mexican history.  Normally viewed as weak and subservient, 

Tuñón Pablos argues that this traditional view has been perpetuated throughout history 

uncorrected.  Women knew how to manipulate the situation by having a public-self and a 

private-self or as Tuñón Pablos puts it between their real lives and their controlled lives 

exercised by law.
18

 

The Contents 

 This study seeks to contribute an understanding of what factors influenced 

juvenile offenders� punishment to the nascent field of the history of juvenile crime in 

Latin America.  In addition, this work attempts to fill some holes in the modern history of 

crime in Mexico, specifically to the long neglected study of juvenile crime.  The 

Introduction provides a brief introduction to what was happening in Mexico City during 

the early decades of the 20
th
 century.  It offers a historiographical backdrop for the thesis.  

Chapter One examines the crime of homicide committed by minors.  I argue that various 

factors influenced how the minors were punished by Tribunal officials.  Chapter Two 

looks at child prostitution and how certain factors kept prostitutes out of jail and in 

correctional schools as a means of rehabilitation.  Chapter Three discusses how rape was 

contextualized by Mexican officials for both male and female victims.  The Conclusion 

connects the different crimes (homicide, prostitutes, and rape) to the shared factors that 

influenced their punishment.  It also re-emphasizes how punishments were seen as 

rehabilitative for the minors.  The goal of the Tribunal was to reform juvenile offenders 

in order to include them as productive members of the nation. 

Understanding juvenile crime and how the state conceptualized youth, serves to 

better comprehend the complex process of nation building that took place after the 

Mexican Revolution of 1910.  Far from a simple process, creating an effective state 

required governmental participation in all aspects of life.  Crime then, far from a marginal 

or unimportant topic, plays a central role in discerning the rise of the state.  It is my hope 

                                                
18 Julia Tuñón Pablos, Women in Mexico: A Past Unveiled, trans. Alan Hynds (Austin: University of Texas 

Press, 1999), xiii-xvi. 
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that this thesis contribute to the ongoing dialogue of how the state related to its youngest 

and often times most marginal members, the young girls and boys that would eventually 

come to form the future of the nation. 
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CHAPTER ONE    

�IN THE HOME HE ALWAYS BEHAVES CORRECTLY�:  

MINORS AND HOMICIDES IN MEXICO CITY 

 

Introduction 

�Hand me the shotgun,� Cliserio Medina exclaimed.  His accomplice Ponciano 

obliged.  Cliserio aimed it at their victim, Prudenciano Castillo.  The two boys, Cliserio 

and Ponciano, typical youths from rural towns, aged seventeen and sixteen respectively, 

had arrived at the home of Procopia Arenas, the sister of Prudenciano.  They entered her 

home, grabbed the sleeping Prudenciano and dragged him out onto the street.  There the 

minors wrestled with Prudenciano but he broke free from their grip and ran back towards 

the house.  Cliserio aimed the loaded shotgun towards a running Prudenciano.  He fired 

the gun and struck Prudenciano in the middle of his back, killing him instantly.
19

  

Cliserio�s case was typical of the kinds of violence that existed in Mexico City before and 

after the Revolution.  The city itself had been rapidly growing since the turn of the 

century in 1900.  More and more migrants made their way to the bustling metropolis in 

search of work.  With such a growing population, the city that was never designed to 

accommodate so many people, definitely felt the burden of overcrowding.  President 

Porfirio Díaz, as Pablo Piccato writes, �licensed city authorities to develop upper- and 

middle-class residential areas or colonias, such as Juárez, Cuauhtémoc, Roma, and 

Condesa.�
20

  There was not enough housing for all of the incoming people and soon the 

streets became locations for both work and sleep.  Pablo Piccato writes the private sphere 

and public sphere became one in the same for the lower classes. 

 Pablo Piccato explains that Porfirian regulations were aimed at removing �the 

poor from the elegant quarters� and placed the growing lower classes in substandard 

housing.   The lower classes began to challenge authority by loitering, begging, fighting, 

and engaging in other activities all in public view in the affluent quarters of Mexico City.  

Mexican elites were offended by this type behavior and began to initiate legal reforms 

                                                
19 AGN, CTMI, caja 4, expediente 2640, Cliserio Medina, 7-8. 

 
20 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 19. 



 11 

 

aimed at identifying the so-called criminal classes.  Police were under instruction to 

monitor the lower classes since they were deemed the highest risk to the city.   

Within the lower classes, children became targets of legal reforms as well.  Prior 

to the establishment of the Tribunal, children were adjudicated by the regular court 

system which punished minors with sentences that mirrored those of adult offenders.  

However, with the establishment of the Tribunal para Menores, the same minors now 

received lesser sentences and depending upon their age, the chance for rehabilitation.   

The city�s total population in 1930 equaled 1,229, 576 persons.  In terms of age of 

citizens, minors (under 18) comprised 403, 201 persons, or roughly thirty-three percent of 

the city�s population.
21

  The youthful population became the Tribunal�s target of 

reformation.  It was within this population that the growing number of youths posed 

problems for the city. 

The Tribunal addressed the punishment and rehabilitation of criminals under the 

age of 18.  Juveniles accused of homicide were divided into two groups: under 16 and 16 

and over.  Those under 16 were still considered children, while those 16 and older were 

adults.  This separation between childhood and adulthood is vital to understanding how 

the Tribunal functioned. 

Age was the foremost factor analyzed by the Tribunal when dealing with 

punishments for those accused of homicides.  However, it was not the only factor; class 

and family environment of the perpetrators also influenced the type and severity of 

punishment assigned by the Tribunal, although to a lesser extent.  These factors were 

prominent in both premeditated and involuntary homicide cases.
22

  Homicide fell under 

Mexico�s Codigo Penal section entitled �Delitos contra la vida y la integridad 

corporal.�
23

   

Homicides were classified by degrees of brutality which were reflected in the 

severity of the punishment.  For comparison purposes, the penalties that deal with adult 

                                                
21 Anuario Estadistico de Los Estados Unidos Mexicanos, 40. 
 
22 Premeditated murder in modern terminology was recorded throughout the case files as homicide.  

Involuntary murder was initially recorded as homicide but after examining all facts, authorities changed the 

original charge to accidental homicide.  
 
23 Codigo Penal para El Distrito y Territorios Federales y para toda la República en materia de Fuero 

Federal.  Adoptado en sus disposiciones fundamentales en los Estados de Querétaro, Guanajuato y 

Coahuila (Segunda Edición, 1933), 167. 
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murders are juxtaposed against the penalties faced by minors.  For voluntary or 

intentional homicide the punishments depended upon how the crime was committed.  For 

example, for those eighteen and older, according to the Codigo Penal, intentional murder 

was punishable with 8 to 13 years in prison.
24

   

This chapter seeks to address the issue of how childhood was conceptualized by 

the authorities and how this conceptualization affected punishment.  I contend that the 

Tribunal defined childhood as ending at 15.  Those over 15 were treated as adults by the 

Tribunal and therefore, received harsher punishments.  Minors accused of homicide were 

the only group to whom this age restriction was applied.  Thus, the definition of 

childhood, at least for those accused of murder, was set.  However, within childhood, 

various factors examined by Tribunal officials were responsible for affecting the youths� 

punishment.  Whether it was family environment, age or class, turning troubled youths 

into rehabilitated members of society was the ultimate goal of the Tribunal.    

Rural Versus Urban 

Over 1.2 million people lived in Mexico City in 1930; 93% of those lived in the 

city limits and were considered urbanites, while the remaining 7% lived in rural areas.  

With an increase in urban population of over 400,000 since 1921, Mexico City was 

becoming inundated with bodies.  The influx of people was comprised of members of the 

rural lower classes who were looking for work in the urbanized city.
25

  The elites and 

authorities began to worry about an increase in crime due to the increasing number of 

people.
26

 

Minors from rural areas who were charged with homicide and brought to the 

Tribunal were sent home with minimal punishments.  This outcome was due to the 

overwhelming number of urban minors who were considered more of a priority by the 

Tribunal.  Indeed, the records reveal the differentiation in the nature of sentences.  

                                                
24 Codigo Penal,135.  There were special provisions detailed in artículo 306, but for the crime of murder 

committed by Cliserio Medina, if he were subjected to the Codigo Penal, his crime would fall under 

artículo 307: �Al responsible de cualquier homicidio simple intencional y que no tenga señalada la sanction 

especial en este Código, se le impondrán de ocho a trece años de prisión.� 
 
25 Anuario Estadistico de Los Estados Unidos Mexicanos, 34.  The rural population for the Federal District 

in 1921 was 102,509 and in 1930 it was 94,453.   

 
26 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 42. 
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Ascencio Bolaños and Armando Moreno Delgado, the former from a rural area 

(Ixtacalco) and the latter from an urban area (Mexico City) were both charged with 

homicide but only one was allowed to return home unpunished.
27

  While both minors 

were exactly the same age, which would normally result in similar sentencing, their 

residential status (urban versus rural) strongly influenced the punishment mandated by 

the Tribunal.    

Ascencio Bolaños was charged with the death of Juan Rosas, who fell from a one-

story roof and broke his neck on the sidewalk below.  The 13 year old Ascencio lived in 

Ixtacalco, a rural town outside Mexico City.  His case file reveals stereotypes of rural 

peoples.  The family, as previously discussed, cultivated their own land as well as other 

people�s land.  The social worker on the case stated that �like the Natives who form large 

families, they [Ascencio Bolaños� family] take work as a hobby.�
28

  The idea of �work as 

a hobby� could be related to the fact that the upper echelon viewed the rural people as 

lazy.  Further stereotyping was recorded by the social worker.  He went on to state that 

rural people involved in the case �eat like aboriginals.  They are fans of pulque and they 

drink it all hours of the day.�
29

  Observations like these, only further perpetuated the 

stereotypes introduced by the elite urban classes.  Not all rural peoples drank pulque and 

as a popular drink of the working classes, it was also consumed by urbanites.
30

 

The Tribunal preferred to keep rural minors away from the city; rural peoples had 

their own delegations and police forces that could take care of these minors instead of 

placing the burden on the ever growing and overcrowded capital city.  Ascencio and 

other rural minors under 16 were sent home without punishments.  Those rural minors 

over 16 were punished, but the punishment was not as severe as it could have been if they 

were in the city.  For example, Cliserio Medina�s premeditated murder only received six 

                                                
27 AGN, CTMI, expediente 3218, caja 5, Acencio Bolaños and AGN, CTMI, expediente 4750, caja 12, 

Armando Moreno Delgado. 

 
28 AGN, CTMI, caja 5, expediente 3218, Ascenso Bolaños, 10.  The original text reads as follows: �como 

los indígenas por lo regular forman familias numerosas, toman como distracción el trabajo.� 

 
29 AGN, CTMI, caja 6, expediente 3218,  Ascencio Bolaños, 12.  The original text reads as follows: �Se 
alimentan comos todos los aborígenes, frugalmente.  Son aficionado al pulque que toman a todas horas del 

dia.� 

 
30 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 29. 
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months probation in the rural town of Santa María Hastahuacán.  On the other hand, 

Victor Guadalupe Torres Zúñiga who merely withheld information concerning the 

whereabouts of a murderer was sentenced to biweekly home visits as well as biweekly 

visits to the presiding judge. 

Positivist Criminology 

In the late nineteenth century, positivist criminology began to find a place among 

the growing numbers of Mexican criminologists.  Classic liberal criminology, according 

to Robert Buffington, �assumed that criminal behavior was a rational choice and 

punished the crime in order to discourage the criminal.�
31

  While this type of criminology 

was dominant from the late 19
th
 to early 20

th
 century, the Mexican Revolution created an 

environment that fostered the popularization of positivist criminology.  Buffington 

declares that unlike classical liberal criminology, �positivist criminology insisted that 

most criminal behavior was irrational, even abnormal, and sought to defend �decent� 

society from sociopathic criminals with punishments directed at criminal �types� rather 

than their crimes per se.�
32

  Crime was thus not a choice but rather criminals were, as 

Cesare Lombroso, a famous late 19
th
, early 20

th
 century Italian criminologist, coined, 

�born criminal.�
33

  Lombroso�s work placed an emphasis on identifying abnormalities in 

the human anatomy.  According to Lombroso, �these peculiarities of the hair, iris, ears, 

nose, teeth, etc,� helped identify different types of criminals.
34

  His work, along with 

other Italian as well as French criminologists like Gabriel Tarde and Alexander 

Lacassagne, influenced the punishment of juveniles in other Latin American countries, 

specifically, Brazil.  In Mexico, his impact was supposedly minimal, but the archival 

sources reveal isolated references to physical anomalies of juveniles in the case files 

                                                
31 Robert Buffington, �Periodization and its Discontents: The Social Construction of Crime and Criminality 

in Modern Mexico,� (conference, Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies, La Jolla, CA, May 15- May 17, 2003). 

 
32 Robert Buffington, �Periodization and its Discontents,� (Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies, 2003). 

 
33 Cesare Lombroso, Crime and its causes and remedies, trans. Henry P. Horton, (Boston: Little, Brown, 

and Company, 1918), xix. 

 
34 Cesare Lombroso, Crime and its Causes and Remedies, xviii-xix. 
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demonstrating that although not widespread, Lombroso still exerted an influence in the 

thinking of the Tribunal�s administrators.
35

 

The case of seventeen year old Jesús Alvarez Manero, reveals information on 

physical characteristics linked to crime.  Arrested for involuntary vehicular  

manslaughter, Jesús was described in the medical study portion of the case file as having 

one physical anomaly (projecting jaw) as well as one functional anomaly (insufficient 

respiratory capacity).
36

  Additionally, 12 year old Guillermo Gómez Navarro was accused 

of accidentally killing his best friend with a pistol.  It was noted in his case file that his 

eyes were �slanting,� and his face shape was �oval.�
37

 

The physical anomalies and measurements recorded by the medical staff did not 

result in a more severe outcome in comparison with those cases where anomalies and 

measurements were absent.  While measurements were recorded by the Tribunal�s 

medical staff, they did not affect the punishment of youthful offenders.  Instead, age of 

the offender was extremely important for the Tribunal when deciding what type of 

punishment was appropriate. 

Age 

The historiography of childhood, in general, remains small compared to other 

topics.
38

  However, very little has focused on childhood in Latin America and in 

particular Mexico.
39

  What has been written, mostly works on the United States and 

Europe, are practical for understanding how childhood was viewed in Mexico.  As the 

writings of the Mexican criminologists, scholars, both in Mexico and those that worked 

on Mexico during the early 20
th

 century, relied on foreign academics and their ideas on 

                                                
35 For homicide cases, physical anomalies were recorded in the cases of Jesús Alvarez Manero and 

Guillermo Gómez Navarro. 

 
36 AGN, CTMI, caja 12, expediente 4862, Jesús Alvarez Manero, 15. 

 
37 AGN, CTMI, caja 10, expediente 4188, Guillermo Gómez Navarro, 46. 

 
38 The best work on childhood in the United States is Holly Brewer�s By Birth or Consent: Children, Law, 
and the Anglo-American Revolution in Authority (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 

2006). 

 
39 See Bianca Premo�s Children of the Father King: Youth, Authority, and Legal Minority in Colonial Lima, 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 



 16 

 

childhood.  Thus, Mexican academics were influenced by outside sources when 

formulating their own ideas and theories.
40

   

While it is conceivable that debates on childhood presumably existed in Mexico 

since before the arrival of the Spanish, with the arrival of the Spanish came European 

literature which would lead to the introduction of different social movements that 

occurred throughout Europe and the United States.
41

  In the 19
th
 century, the Romantic 

Movement had a profound impact on how children were viewed.  As Hugh Cunningham 

writes, �its [Romanticism�s] importance gave rise to ways of thinking about childhood, 

and ways of organizing the lives of children.�
42

  The court became an influential source 

for determining the difference between, as Louise Jackson states, the innocence of the 

ideal child and its ugly twin, the juvenile delinquent.
43

  Childhood was supposed to be a 

happy time with, as Cunningham writes, �a hope that the qualities of childhood could be 

preserved in adulthood so they might redeem the adult world.�
44

  1920s Mexico City was 

no different than any other large metropolitan city in the world at this time.  The focus 

shifted towards seeing children as �the embodiment of hope.�
45

  Lisa Kirschenbaum 

argues that in Russia, after the Russian Revolution, just as in Mexico, the child was 

viewed as a �blank page� and experts reconceived notions of childhood that defined the 

child as �boundlessly impressionable.�
46

 Ages of childhood in Russia had various stages, 

which began with age�s three to seven, and extended upwards.  Similar to Mexico, 

                                                
40 For example, Eighteenth century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau�s ideas on children were 

quite influential on later academics.  As Hugh Cunningham points out, childhood began to be seen not as a 

stage for something else, adulthood or heaven, but as something to be valued in its own right. 
 
41 James Lockhart, The Nahuas after the Conquest, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992), 79, 87-89, 

and 229.  

 
42 Hugh Cunningham, Children and Childhood in Western Society since 1500, 2nd ed.  (London: Pearson 

Longman, 2005), 72.  

 
43 Louise Jackson, �Childhood and Youth,� in Palgraves Advances in the Modern History of Sexuality, ed. 

Matt Houlbrook and Harry Cocks (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 23. 

 
44 Hugh Cunningham, Children and Childhood, 73. 

 
45 Hugh Cunningham, Children and Childhood, 73.  See also Louise Jackson�s article �Childhood and 

Youth.� 

 
46 Lisa A. Kirschenbaum, Small Comrades: Revolutionizing Childhood in Soviet Russia, 1917-1932, (New 

York: RoutledgeFalmer, 2001), 105. 
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Kirschenbaum writes that efforts were made �to revolutionize the �formative� years of 

childhood� which occurred �on the level of �scientific� discourse and in the institutional 

context of the kindergarten.�
47

  During the same period of time, Mexican childhood had 

no beginning age, according to the Codigo Penal, but ended at 18.  I contend that within 

this age, probably from three or four to 18, there was an additional division that grouped 

children in two age brackets: under 16 and 16 to 18.
48

 

Mexico City�s under 18 age population comprised roughly 33% of the total city�s 

population from 1927-1932.   With such a large percentage of minors in the city, 

criminologists and other academics focused on establishing two divisions of ages for the 

minors: under 16 and 16 to 18.
49

  The homicide cases reveal that childhood, at least in 

legal terms, encompassed those under the age of 16.
50

  The purpose of punishment for 

younger minors was rehabilitation.  On the other hand, the Tribunal did not believe it was 

possible to rehabilitate older minors because they were no longer impressionable. 

The sources reveal that punishment for minors accused of homicide was 

dependent upon the age of the accused.  For those 16 to 18 years of age, punishment was 

much worse than punishment for those under 16.  For example, Jesús Alvarez Manero, a 

17 year old found guilty of involuntary vehicular homicide, was punished with six 

months of probation.  In comparison, 12 year old Gonzalo Dorantes was found guilty of 

accidentally killing a co-worker with a gun and was sent home unpunished.  Minors 

under 16 were given more lenient punishments because the Tribunal believed that they 

were malleable and could be molded into better citizens precisely because they could be 

controlled and influenced by the Tribunal, unlike minors older than 15 who were seen as 

                                                
47 Lisa Kirschenbaum, Small Comrades, 1-6. 

 
48 Having examined all case files from the beginning of the Tribunal until the spring of 1932, the youngest 

age for a presented minor was four year old Rodolfo Ramírez Maya, expediente 3559, caja 7 where he was 

accused of producing lesions on a boy of a similar age.  Younger children could have been charged but 

were not present for the years examined.  

 
49 See footnote number four in order to obtain more information on the population statistics of Mexico City 
for 1930. 

 
50 For girls, as a result of their �sexual weakness� according to most members of early twentieth-century 

Mexican society, there was no chosen age at which childhood ended prior to eighteen.  This topic receives 

a fuller discussion in chapter three. 
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adults.  With the establishment of a division between ages, the Tribunal was able to work 

on fully incorporating minors under 16 into their plans for the future of the nation.   

Case in point, 13 year old Armando Moreno Delgado was not sentenced for his 

role in the death of a Mexico City night watchman.  Likewise, 12 year old Guillermo 

Gómez Navarro was only sentenced to a mild school suspension for his role in the 

accidental homicide of his friend Boris Raviñovich.
51

  Meanwhile, 17 year old Victor 

Guadalupe Torres Zúñiga was charged with concealing the truth about his knowledge of 

the whereabouts of his friend Miguel Ramírez Hernández who had recently, with a group 

of three other boys, murdered a shopkeeper by stabbing him multiple times in the chest.  

For concealing his whereabouts, the Tribunal sentenced Victor to fortnightly visits by a 

Tribunal social worker and reporting to the presiding judge on his case for an undisclosed 

amount of time.  For homicide cases, romantic notions like a child�s innocence, 

previously associated with minors until the age of 18, lost their importance.  In their place 

came realistic ideas about the harsh reality that these children were surrounded by. 

With the influence of Romanticism still present, the importance of childhood was 

viewed by criminologists and other academic professionals as essential for maintaining 

qualities that, in adulthood, would only benefit society.  The establishment of a division 

of ages only further supported this argument.  Younger children were seen as 

indispensable parts for the future of the city.  In order to maintain, Hugh Cunningham�s 

�happy childhood,� the Tribunal para Menores turned their attention to the most 

influential part of the child�s life, the family environment. 

Family Environment 

Parents composed the foundation of the family environment which along with 

class comprised the core of a child�s social formation.
52

  Officials of the Tribunal and the 

state in general saw children as vehicles for the transmission of behavior, good or bad, 

demonstrated by their parents.  The home became the primary locus for the formation of 

                                                
51 AGN, CTMI, caja 10, expediente 4188, Guillermo Gómez Navarro, 5-6.  Boris and his friend Guillermo 

were playing with Guillermo�s father�s gun when Guillermo pulled the trigger.  According to Guillermo, he 

thought the gun was empty.  The bullet struck Boris in the chest and on the way to the First Aid Post Boris 
died.   

 
52 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 2001, 68.  Various case files in the Tribunal para Menores recorded the 

ideas of the social workers who collectively believed that good family environments reared good children.  

Conversely, bad environments brought bad children to the Mexican state. 
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ideal citizens.  The nation�s future lay in its children, and thus the state had to intervene 

in their formation by investing in improving education and the like.  So critical were 

children to the plans of state formation that in 1926 a catalog of children�s rights was 

published by the Secretaría de Educación Pública.  The rights afforded to children, 

according to Patience Schell, were �education, food, love, and good role models.�
53

  

Children were no longer simply a labor source for the parents.  By the Post-

Revolutionary period, children became indispensable components for the nation�s future.  

At the Second Mexican Congress of the Child, in 1923, the seeds for the growing interest 

in the future of children and childhood began to blossom.  The opening address for the 

Second Mexican Congress was delivered by Licenciado Fabela who stated that �the child 

was �our soul, our responsibility, our self (nuestro yo).��
54

  Thus, the importance of the 

familial environment was established.  When the Tribunal para Menores was formed 

roughly four years later, once again, the family became the target of acute examination. 

According to Pablo Piccato �Imitation and heredity converged in the sphere of the 

family.�
55

  The archival records support his assertion.  The concept was recorded in 

various places throughout the social study portion of the case files, for example, in the 

medical section where vices and hereditary illnesses were recorded, as well as in the 

examination of the family environment by Tribunal social workers.  For the most part, 

children were believed to be innocent and that the reason for their infractions was mainly 

due to their family environment.  The supposed innocence of children was leftover from 

the Romantic notions of the child that had saturated Mexican society since the late 19
th
 

century.  Romanticism, Hugh Cunningham writes, �embedded a sense of importance for 

childhood,� which was justified with the establishment of the Tribunal.
56

  Probing 

examples of various family environments from the homicide cases, it becomes clear that 

social workers relied upon their own observations to judge the family environment. 

                                                
53 Patience Schell, �Nationalizing Children through Schools and Hygiene: Porfirian and Revolutionary 

Mexico City,� The Americas 60:4 (April 2004): 566. 

 
54 Patience Schell, �Nationalizing Children,� The Americas, 572. 

 
55 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 68. 

 
56 Hugh Cunningham, Children and Childhood, 72.  
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The case of Gonzalo Dorantes, a 14 year old day laborer from Ixtacalco in the 

Distrito Federal, illustrates the importance assigned to the family.  Gonzalo was arrested 

for the homicide of fellow day laborer Higinio Gutiérrez.
57

  His family, as described in 

the records, was �dedicated to the labors of the field� and �without vices.�
58

  Notably the 

Tribunal social worker stressed that they lacked vices so as to reinforce their 

respectability which may have been tinged by their status as agricultural laborers.  As far 

as Gonzalo�s behavior was concerned, the file reveals that �his parents do not have any 

complaints about him, he is always calm, and brings his salary to his parents.�
59

  There 

were no obvious warning signs to indicate a concern about Gonzalo�s behavior.   

Another place where the Tribunal looked for anomalies was the stability of the 

parents.  Gonzalo�s parents, Francisco and Felisa, had occupied their two room adobe 

housing for the past 22 years.
60

  In order to identify any sort of anomaly in the 

environments, the Tribuanl worker looked for frequent changes in address, marriage 

trouble for parents, or a single-parented household.  None of the above was found in 

Gonzalo�s home.  Instead, he came from a family who had been living in the same 

location for a long period of time, along with parents who represented a stable marriage.  

Furthermore, the social worker noted that �all members of the family are workers and 

recommendable� and that �the home appears to me to be appropriate for his morality and 

for the education of the minor.�
61

   

Although age was the dominant factor in determining how minors involved in 

homicide cases would be punished, secondary factors such as family environment, class, 

and origin (rural versus urban) could ultimately neutralize the importance of age.  

Gonzalo was under the age of 16, which would normally result in rehabilitation in an 

institution; however, because of his �moral� and �appropriate� family environment the 

                                                
57 His occupation was referred to in the case as a jornalero. 

 
58 AGN, CTMI, caja 5, expediente 2910, Gonzalo Dorantes, 33-34. 

 
59 AGN, CTMI, caja 5, expediente 2910, Gonzalo Dorantes, 33-34. 

 
60 AGN, CTMI, caja 5, expediente 2910, Gonzalo Dorantes, 34. 

 
61 AGN, CTMI, caja 5, expediente 2910, Gonzalo Dorantes, 34-35. 
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Tribunal merely released him to his parents.  Once back home he continued working in 

order to help support the family.   

20
th
 century debates presented by sociologists on the impact of family 

environment are useful for understanding early 20
th

 century situations.   Modern 

sociologists have debated the problem of family environment and its affect on juvenile 

delinquency.  Joseph Rankin and L. Edward Well�s have written about a division within 

the family environment that exists and dictates what the most important part of the 

division is in regards to the possibility that it leads to juvenile delinquency.
62

  The two 

parts are family structure and family process.  Family structure is defined as �the number 

of parents in the home� while family process is defined as �the quality of family 

relationships or interaction.�
63

  In the case file of fifteen year old Armando Alvarado, 

accused of raping a young, the social worker noted that �his father spoils him a lot� and 

that �the mother is too forceful.�
64

  Applying the idea of family process to Armando�s 

situation provides interesting results and arguably an explanation for his interment.   

Both of Armando�s parents worked, leaving the minor without supervision.  An 

examination of family dynamics between Armando and his parents reveals a low quality 

of family interaction.  For the well-being of the child, it was important to have someone 

at home to watch the child while other members of the family worked.  When Armando 

was left at home without supervision, he normally left to go visit his brother who worked 

as a bus driver.  Bus terminals in general were not child friendly environments.  Bustling 

with vehicles, travelers, hawkers and likely unsavory characters, terminals represented a 

world of unending temptation for children.  The Tribunal social worker noted that �his 

parents realize that the terminal of buses is an environment detrimental to him 

[Armando]� and that with his parents absent from the home due to work, his frequent 

trips to the bus terminal are �harmful.�
65

  Although it was determined by the Tribunal that 

                                                
62 Joseph Ranking and L. Edward Well, �Social Structural and Institutional Influences on Delinquency,� in 

The Sociology of Juvenile Delinquency, ed. Ronald J. Berger (Chicago: Nelson-Hall Inc., 1996), 184. 

 
63 Joseph Rankin and L. Edward Well, �Social Structural and Institutional Influences,� in The Sociology of 

Juvenile Delinquency, 184. 
 
64 Joseph Ranking and L. Edward Well, �Social Structural and Institutional Influences,� in The Sociology of 

Juvenile Delinquency, 27. 

 
65 AGN, CTMI, caja 12, expediente 4750, Armando Moreno Delgado, 22.  
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Armando�s family environment was �not bad� and that both parents were �humble and 

somewhat educated,� clearly allowing Armando to spend his free time unsupervised was 

considered negligent parenting by the Tribunal.  Yet Armando�s parents had little choice, 

they had to work to survive and they had no alternatives but to leave Armando to his own 

devices.  The Tribunal understood the problem of leaving children alone, yet it seems that 

the state was unwilling to undertake necessary steps to provide parents like the Moreno 

Delgados viable alternatives.  Thus, while the Tribunal may have had the best interest of 

Armando in mind, they lacked the resources and authority to make necessary changes. 

Besides the examination of family environment, the Tribunal also focused their 

attention on minors� class.  Economic information was readily available to the social 

worker, who in turn, reported on the minor�s living situation.  Economic advantages 

afforded to those members of the middle and elite classes were recognized but still 

challenged by social workers who determined that minors from the lower classes were 

the more important targets of saving. 

Class 

 The lower classes were targeted by elites as the main sources of criminal 

activity.
66

   Most minors brought to the Tribunal came from lower class families.  

According to Pablo Piccato, in the minds of the elites, there was a clear division between 

members of the upper classes and lower classes.  �Wealth, intelligence, and mores clearly 

divided the two classes.�
67

  Furthermore, morality of the lower classes was considered to 

be the basest, while the upper classes� morality was assumed to be elevated and proper.
68

  

To put it simply, the Tribunal, although composed of elites, believed that crimes 

committed by well-to-do minors needed a more severe punishment than those committed 

by the lower classes.  It was in their �nature,� criminologists wrote, that crimes were 

commonly committed by members of the lower classes.  Conversely, the Tribunal 

expected more out of minors from upper class backgrounds than they did out of minors 

from the lower classes.  The role of the Tribunal would be to provide these misguided 

lowly minors some direction towards bettering their lives.   

                                                
66 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 58. 

 
67 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 58. 

 
68 Pablo Piccato, City of Suspects, 58. 
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 Most vices, like alcoholism and parent neglect, were commonly associated with 

the lower classes.
69

  The Tribunal saw these vices as detrimental to the children that 

comprised the majority of the population.  As a result, the class of most of the minors 

presented in the Tribunal served as a factor that divided the punishments along class 

lines.  I argue that more was expected from the minors belonging to the upper classes. 

Certain necessities, like referral letters, were expected by the Tribunal if the minor was of 

affluent or even comfortable economic standing.  The reason being that middle and upper 

classes were the only sector of society that knew how and could afford to spend their time 

writing and gathering letters to present on the minor�s behalf.  A large amount of 

members belonging to the lower classes would not afford to spend the extra time 

gathering, writing, and paying for these letters to be written on behalf of their children. 

 Jesús Alvárez Manero, arrested on the charge of vehicular manslaughter, who was 

member of the upper classes, was fortunate to have letters written and filed on his behalf 

that requested that he not be severely punished.  Furthermore, the ability to write a letter 

meant not only that his father and family friends were literate but also that they 

understood the necessity of filing these letters with the Tribunal.  Additionally, the letters 

reveal that his father had the financial resources to actively advocate for his son, 

something which would not have been available to those in the lower classes.  

Nevertheless, all of these extra formalities only slightly helped Jesús.  He was given a 

short probationary period for his role in running over a 65 year old woman in his uncle�s 

Model Essex automobile.  I contend that the Tribunal believed that those minors who 

came from the upper classes were already, upon their birth, given so many advantages, 

that it was only fair that they receive at least some punishment.
70

  Jesús was close to 

adulthood, in legal terms, and therefore needed to be shown that he was responsible for 

his actions.  Once he turned 18 and accidental vehicular manslaughter would not receive 

only six months probation.   

                                                
69 Ricarda Vilchis, �El Alcoholismo como Factor de la Delincuencia Infantil y Juvenil en los Habitantes de 

la Colonia Obrera,� Criminalia 7 (Marzo 1940), 368. 
 
70 This argument is based upon the punishment of Jesús Alvárez Manero as well as a comparison with 

Guillermo Gómez Navarro, both of whom were members of the middle to upper classes.  However, all of 

this of course was heavily influenced by the age of the minor as well.  For instance, had Jesús been a 13 

year old, the outcome may have been drastically different (i.e. less punishment).   
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Besides these letters written on behalf of wealthy minors, a category synonymous 

with class was occasionally recorded by social workers in a section of the case files titled 

�Background Form.�  On this form, social position was identified allowing the Tribunal 

judges to skip the sometimes lengthy narrative provided by the social workers.   With so 

many minors being presented on a daily and weekly basis, a one-page report made the 

social status of the minor quite clear.  If the judges saw that the minor was from the 

upper-classes, certain characteristics and formalities were expected.  Likewise, if the 

minor was from the lower-classes, certain attributes were expected.   

**** 

The most important factor for the determination of punishment of minors charged 

with homicide was their age.  The Tribunal para Menores was established in Mexico City 

in January of 1927 whereby minors 18 years of age and under were no longer placed in 

adult prisons.  Instead, minors were subjected to punishments ranging from mild school 

suspensions to six months probation.  Essential to understanding the Tribunal was the 

establishment of a defined range of ages that separated childhood from adulthood.  

Minors under 16 years of age were considered children, while those 16 and older were 

viewed as adults.   

 When deciding punishments for those minors charged with homicide, the 

Tribunal examined three key factors: age, family environment, and class.  The Tribunal 

believed that minors under the age of 16 could be rehabilitated based upon the belief that 

their social conscience had not yet been formed.  Rehabilitation was less of a priority for 

those minors 16 and older because they were considered less likely to become productive 

members of society due to their already formed moral or social conscience.   

 There were many mitigating factors considered by the Tribunal para Menores 

when punishing minors accused of homicide.  The most salient of these was the 

delineation between childhood and adulthood; however, it was by no means the only 

issue addressed.  The Tribunal used all of the resources at their disposal in order to assign 

a sentence that would result in the most positive outcome for the minor as well as the 

future of Mexico City.   

Minors from the upper classes were expected to demonstrate certain 

characteristics associated with their elite status.  For instance, the ability to have letters 
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written on one�s behalf was an essential for all minors from affluent backgrounds, 

especially those who were older than 15, as they were considered to be adults.  While 

lowered morals were associated with the lower classes, it was not necessarily a bad thing.  

With the stigma attached to the lower classes, the Tribunal definitely expected less from 

them in comparison with minors from the upper classes.   

Family environment was an additional consideration for the officials of the 

Tribunal.  In every case file, the social worker included an extensive narrative with 

details such as the degree of parental involvement, living conditions, and the presence of 

vices.  Since the family was seen as a source of transmissible behavior, those families 

without vices who could provide a stable and moral environment for the minors were 

looked upon more favorably by the Tribunal.   

The following chapter will illustrate that most factors that were prevalent to 

homicide cases were also applicable to cases that involved prostitution.  Yet in those 

cases focus shifted from age to family environment when assigning punishments.  

Homicide cases examined age as an indicator of the opportunity for rehabilitation, 

whereas, age had no bearing on the possibility of rehabilitation for prostitutes. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

�FALLEN ANGELS�: CHILD PROSTITUTION IN MEXICO CITY 

 

Introduction  

 Twelve year old Lucía Gomez, from the town of Amocameca, outside Mexico 

City, never knew her mother.  Lucía�s mother died when she was just an infant and as a 

result she lived with her father until his untimely death when she was a small child.  With 

no parental guidance, Lucía was cared for in the town of San Angel by some relatives.  

However, she was evicted from her relatives� house for unknown reasons and found 

herself on her way to Mexico City.  While in the metropolis of Mexico City, Lucía chose 

to live with mujeres malas who advised the twelve year old to enlist in their line of work, 

prostitution.
71

  

Lucía�s tale was not uncommon.  Julia Tuñón Pablos writes that �in 1905, out of 

Mexico City�s population of 368,000, 11,544 prostitutes, eighteen years of age or older, 

were registered with the Health Department.  In the same year, 4,371 prostitutes were 

detained for working without the permission of the health authorities.�
72

  Prostitutes who 

were not registered with the Health Department were referred to as clandestinas.  These 

unregistered prostitutes, usually minors, since the legal age of prostitution was eighteen, 

came from similar family and educational backgrounds.    

Katherine Bliss argues that �a common family practice of putting young girls in 

jobs as domestic servants put them at risk for eventually finding work as prostitutes.�
73

  

While this is partially true, I argue that other factors were much more important for 

influencing young girls� decisions to become prostitutes.  Most minors charged with 

prostitution came from troubled family backgrounds which, according to Tribunal 

officials, were part of the reason for their entry into prostitution.  Since most minors 
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lacked supervision, it was during their unsupervised time that their troubled behavior 

flourished.   

With the establishment of the Tribunal para Menores in January 1927, child 

prostitutes, along with other child offenders, were targeted for rehabilitation.  Most child 

prostitutes were punished with internment in the Reformatorio para Mujeres or another 

type of correctional school where the main goal was to provide the juveniles with a 

positive environment.  Besides being provided with a positive moral environment to 

offset the undesirable home environment the girls came from, the Tribunal attempted to 

educate the young prostitutes. 

When determining what type of education the girls should receive, Tribunal 

officials divided them into two categories: mentally deficient and non-mentally deficient.  

Punishments for these two groups were largely the same.  However, mentally deficient 

youths were largely taught domestic courses like cooking and sewing.  Non-mentally 

deficient girls were given a traditional education which included courses like science, 

geography, and mathematics.   

In order to determine the length of internment, along with the type of education 

that would be given to these prostitutes, the Tribunal focused on two factors: family 

environment and educational background.  No child prostitute was placed in prison on 

charges of prostitution.  Once the Tribunal was established, child prostitutes were no 

longer placed in jail as they were considered, along with other child offenders, as the 

future of the nation.  However, most child prostitutes were females and their gender 

would be an inequality that in the end, ultimately helped alleviate their situation. 

View of Women  

Mexican intellectual Andrés Molina Enríquez wrote in Natural History of 

Creation that �woman [was] formed from the very body of man, as biblical tradition 

states in all precision.�
74

 Molina Enríquez� quote perfectly describes the perceived 

dichotomy that existed between women and men in late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century Mexico.  Molina Enríquez also wrote about the incompleteness of both men and 

women, explaining that �men are incomplete because they cannot reproduce; women are 

also incomplete because they lack the aptitude to support themselves in an unequal work 
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struggle with men.�
75

  Women were believed to be dependent on men to provide basic 

life necessities for them; women were seen as the weaker of the sexes and thus required 

the help of the paternal state.  Patriarchal ideas did not go uncontested, however. 

Elite members of society feared the growing trend of feminism in late nineteenth 

century Mexico.  Women from both the middle-class and the working-class attempted to 

raise awareness about their struggle throughout Mexico.  At the First Workers Congress 

in 1876, delegates attempted to achieve improved working conditions for women.  

However, the Congress, according to Julia Tuñón Pablos, �refused to receive a delegation 

of women� and further informed the women that �their stage is in the home, her mission 

as mother and educator not only of the family but of humankind is already [too] high for 

us to distract her from it.�
76

  Tuñón Pablos perfectly summarizes the Congress� opinion 

of women by writing that �the proper place for all women was the home, where they 

were supposedly protected from passions.�
77

   

By the time of the Second Worker�s Congress in 1880, feminism was on the rise 

in Mexico as activists like Rita Cetina Gutiérrez, who published the women�s magazine 

La siempreviva [the everlasting flower] and the various female authors of a feminist 

group named Hijas del Anáhuac [Daughters of Anáhuac] introduced their publications 

for the use of the feminist cause.
78

   

By the 1910s, the time of the Mexican Revolution, the portrayal of women as 

domestic beings was altered when soldaderas, a term for both women soldiers and 

women followers, were idolized in literature and art.
79

 �Women had the option of being 

more than the pure and saintly sweethearts, traditional mothers, or wives.�
80

  However, 

this opportunity was only temporary.  It was not until the mid-1920s that women 
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achieved more equality as �some legal rights and capacities were enhanced.�
81

  Gains 

made by the feminist movement resulted in female child prostitutes gaining the right to 

be included as contributing members to the future of the nation.  They first had to be 

rehabilitated into proper citizens, to be sure.  The Tribunal, which did have a few women 

officials, including Tribunal co-founder Professor and Psychologist Guadalupe Zúñiga de 

González, included females in their attempt at rehabilitation.
82

  

Views of Prostitutes 

 The view of prostitutes in Mexico City changed over time.  During the nineteenth 

century, prostitutes were seen as the number one cause of the increasing rate of venereal 

disease.  Therefore, regulations were enacted, during the French Occupation, to mandate 

medical testing, monitoring health, and keeping a photograph of each prostitute in her 

record.
83

  By the first term of Porfirio Díaz�s reign, prostitutes were often characterized as 

�fallen� and �disgraced� women.
84

  Díaz�s followers, known as científicos or scientists, 

as well as the dictator himself, were staunch supporters of implementing scientific 

reasoning and processes into their political, as well as everyday lives.  Because of this, 

Díaz and his supporters were enthusiasts of the burgeoning field of Positivist 

criminology, as it complemented their political agenda. Cesare Lombroso�s did influence 

the view of prostitutes during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, not only in 

Mexico, but Puerto Rico and Argentina as well.
85

  

 In Puerto Rico during the same time period, Eileen J. Suárez Findlay writes that 

prostitutes were viewed as the source of venereal diseases, not the men who visited them.  

Again Suarez Findlay,�[w]omen�s bodies and labor practices became subjected to 
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medicalized state surveillance, to be invaded and �evaluated� at will.�
86

 Despite the 

different historical experiences, attitudes in Mexico strongly mirrored those in Puerto 

Rico.  Any woman was subject to arrest if the police suspected her to be the carrier of a 

venereal disease, and as a result the rules and regulations governing prostitutes became �a 

weapon of the ruling classes to be used against the poor.�
87

  The case of seventeen year 

old Josefina Jímenez Pineda, arrested along with her husband for practicing prostitution 

and pandering, respectively, illustrates the similarities in attitudes.  
88

  Yet in this instance 

the Tribunal sides with the accused and took the police to task for their incompetence.  

According to Tribunal officials, the charge against the couple was �slander� and that �this 

is not the first time that the police have abused their post.�
89

  Since police officers were 

able to arrest �suspicious� women on charges of prostitution, there were incidents 

wherein the arrests were false ones.
90

  The police�s power to arrest women on flimsy 

suspicions arose from the views of women that held them as inherently distrustful and 

prone to vice. 

 In Argentina, the views on prostitutes were identical to those in Mexico. 

Prostitutes were seen as a threat to the nation and as Donna Guy illustrates, �could give 

birth to Argentines and the prospects of a future generation riddled by diseases and 

devoid of family life and economic stability concerned nationalists.�
91

  But by the 1920s, 

the once fervent view of prostitutes as �licentious and evil� started to be countered by 

progressive reformers who hoped to save these �fallen� women.
92

   

 With the establishment of the Tribunal para Menores, an apparently progressive 

minded organization, child prostitutes became the recipients of state funded support, they 

no longer were deemed lost causes or unmitigated threats to the state.  Instead, as Cristina 
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Rivera-Garza argues, prostitutes combined �rejection, compassion and desire� to 

demonstrate their �sexuality and beauty� and �magnified their honesty� in a hypocritical 

environment, and lamented their destinies.�
93

  Social workers and Tribunal officials alike, 

regarded child prostitutes as desperately in need of outside help. 

Family Environment 

 One of the most important factors that influenced the Tribunal�s decision 

regarding the rehabilitation process of child prostitutes was family environment.  Most 

child prostitutes came from troubled family environments: it was quite common for girls 

accused of prostitution to come from households that lacked a mother or a father, and in 

some cases both parents.  For instance, fourteen year old Rosa Hernández was the 

illegitimate daughter of María Luisa Hernández and José Torres.   Upon her birth, it was 

noted by the social worker, that �the mother wanted to throw the child [Rosa] into the 

water closet� to abandon her.
94

  After her abandonment, Rosa lived with her grandmother 

until her death, where she was placed with her aunt, who kicked Rosa out of the house for 

�constantly flirting with her [the aunt�s] lover.�
95

  Subsequently, alone in the city without 

supervision, she quit school and supported herself by working as a waitress, and 

eventually as a prostitute.   

This sort of transition from waitress to prostitute was not unusual.  According to 

Dr. Luis Lara y Pardo, a Mexican social hygienist, �the great majority of prostitutes 

either reported working as domestic servants or claimed absolutely no other means of 

occupation save offering their bodies to Mexico�s men.�
96

  This claim was in effect a 

means to protect their honor, after all they became prostitutes only because they had no 

other options.  Those women who did claim more diverse work experience had labored in 

low-paying and unskilled jobs in such fields as laundry, sewing, restaurant service, and 

light manufacturing, which in the early 1900s rarely provided female employees with a 

living wage. 
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In addition to the unstable home environment described in Rosa's case file, the 

social worker also claimed that Rosa�s economic and moral conditions were horrible.  

Due to these conditions, the social worker wrote, �she dedicated herself to prostitution.�
97

 

The Tribunal saw her economic situation, as a waitress making little money, as part of the 

reason why Rosa turned to prostitution, where she could make more money working 

fewer hours.  Without having any sort of stable parental supervision, since she moved 

from her mother to grandmother to aunt to the street, the minor found herself in grave 

danger. 

On the other hand, it was because of the same deplorable conditions that Rosa, as 

well as other child prostitutes, were punished with varying lengths of internment in the 

Reformatorio para Mujeres, a reform school for girls.  Part of the process of helping 

delinquents become progressive citizens was rooted in the legislation passed prior to the 

establishment of the Tribunal para Menores. According to Katherine Bliss, the 1926 

Reglamento on prostitution raised the age of legal prostitution from sixteen to eighteen.  

However, she writes that �public officials attempted to prevent underage prostitutes from 

re-entering la vida as adults.�
98

  One such attempt involved Rosa Hernández who was 

admitted into the Tribunal in order to attend school where officials hoped that she would 

realize that prostitution was not the way to live.  Instead, it was believed by the Tribunal, 

that for Rosa as well as other minors, rehabilitation, regardless of age, was the key for 

minors to become functioning members of post-Revolution Mexican society.   

 Sixteen year old Francisca Benitez�s family environment was no different.  At 

eight months old, she was abandoned by her mother and raised by her father, who was a 

muleteer and traveled constantly, bringing his small daughter with him.
99

  While traveling 

through Toluca, Francisca�s father became sick and eventually died in the local hospital.  

Without any money or anyone to care for her, Francisca made her way to Mexico City 

where she attempted, unsuccessfully, to sell earrings and necklaces near Chapultepec.  A 

female passerby, Josefina Perez, offered Francisca a job in her tortillería, as well as a 
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place to stay, which Francisca accepted.
100

  One day, Josefina left the home to get some 

food and, according to Francisca�s conversation with her social worker, �a military man 

came in the house and pointed a gun at her, demanding to know where Josefina was.�
101

  

It is uncertain if the woman who took Josefina in was a madam running a brothel 

out of her house, or just a woman involved in a dispute with her military boyfriend.  

However, while not explicitly stated in the case file, circumstantial evidence indicates 

that Josefina likely intended to prostitute Francisca.  Josefina�s reaction to the girl�s 

claims provided important clues to her intentions.  Far from a comfortable situation, 

Josefina exploited Francisca; she was kept under lock and forbidden from seeing anyone.  

Eventually, Francisca escaped, but her life took a turn when she met a woman named 

Carmen. 

In Carmen�s house, Francisca was introduced to the world of prostitution.  

According to Fransisca�s case file, Carmen and her husband ran a brothel out of their 

home.  With no other option for earning an income, Francisca accepted her new 

occupation, and a few months later was diagnosed with syphilis.
102

  When she attempted 

to seek medical treatment, by using a fake health card provided by Carmen, Francisca 

was arrested by police for underage prostitution.
103

  Francisca was taken to the Tribunal 

para Menores where she was subsequently placed in Hospital Morelos in order to treat 

her syphilis.  After being treated, Fransisca was taken to the Escuela Correcional where 

she remained for almost two years.
104

  With such a heartbreaking life story, the Tribunal 

felt that Francisca, and those like her, required the assistance of the patriarchal state. 

The Tribunal and its officials, who considered themselves saviors of these �fallen 

angels,� ensured that the child prostitutes were carefully examined and the appropriate 

measures were taken in order to give the minors a proper environment in which they 

could be rehabilitated.  As the Tribunal deemed the minors� family and social 
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environments to be detrimental, they attempted to foster what they considered a moral 

and honorable environment within the walls of the correctional school.  

Education 

Educating child prostitutes was part of the moral and honorable environment that 

the Tribunal promoted.  Most child prostitutes lacked a primary education; the girls 

interned in the correctional school were lucky to have passed first grade.  Due to their 

unstable family and social environments, Tribunal officials concluded that schooling had 

never been a priority for the minors of the parents and or guardians of the girls.  Lacking 

proper supervision, most of these girls walked the streets alone and in doing so, placed 

themselves in compromising positions. 

 To determine the type of education they were to receive, girls accused of 

prostitution were tested and placed in one of two groups: mentally deficient or non-

mentally deficient.
105

  Those placed in mentally deficient groups scored very low on the 

various intelligence tests administered; these girls would receive an education that was 

mostly vocational, in order to prepare them for life outside the correctional school.  

Katherine Bliss explains that �those girls whom the teachers deemed to be mentally 

challenged studied �domestic arts� and learned how to clean house and wash clothes; the 

social workers hoped to place these girls as servants once they had been released from the 

reformatory.�
106

  The state, then, sought to play a part in providing inexpensive labor to 

middle class homes while at the same time keeping girls away from prostitution.
107

   

For example, Lucía Gómez was placed as a domestic servant upon her release 

from the correctional school.  In the psychological section of her case file, officials noted 

that physically Lucia was twelve years old, but determined her mental age to be seven 

years and six months.  The supposed gap between physical and psychological age made 

her an ideal candidate for domestic work.  Lucia�s social worker recommended that the 
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minor should repeat the first year of primary school; however, her status as �mentally 

deficient� and as a former prostitute precluded her from enrolling in school. Instead, 

Lucia received vocational training to prepare her for successful re-entry into society. 

 Like Lucía Gómez, Francisca Benitez was placed in a group of mentally deficient 

youths.  Her IQ score was low and she only completed the first third of the first year of 

primary school.  At age 16, she was behind mentally by five years and ten months.  Due 

to her lack of educational progress, the social worker�s prognosis was for Francisca to 

enroll in first grade.
108

  Francisca�s social worker commented that �probably the best help 

that can be given to her is to admit her to the Correctional School.�
109

  The goal was to 

keep Francisca off the street and working towards becoming domestic help.  For minors 

with low IQs and poor educational backgrounds, the correctional school offered an 

opportunity to be productive members of society. 

Minors who were classified as non-mentally deficient were given traditional 

educational training that mirrored what they would have been learning outside the 

correctional school, covering subjects like math and science.  Fourteen year old Rosa 

Hernández� tests results placed her in the non-mentally deficient category.  Despite her 

test results, which found her to be behind academically by four years, her IQ score was 

considered high as was her retention rate and overall ability to be traditionally 

educated.
110

   

Raquel García García, fourteen years old, was also found to be non-mentally 

deficient.  Raquel was adopted at a young age and received a formal education until the 

fourth grade, when her adoptive mother died.  She was forced to leave school in order to 

take care of her younger siblings.  Her older brother Carlos was the only member of the 

family who was able to work, but even his income was not enough.  In order to 

financially help the family, Raquel turned to prostitution.
111
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 Once she was arrested and placed in the correctional school, she finished her 

remaining year of primary education.  She stayed in the school for four years and by her 

fourth year she was selected by Margarita Tapia to work for her as an apprentice in her 

book binding company.  After a background check of Margarita Tapia, to insure that the 

environment was appropriate for the minor, Raquel�s social worker wrote, �the economic 

and moral environment of Magdalena Padilla is favorable for the release of the minor.�
112

  

Insolence and Perversions 

 Almost all child prostitutes came from challenging backgrounds.  Whether it was 

being abandoned at a young age or having their only parent suddenly die, difficult 

situations forced girls to rely on their instincts and street smarts to survive.  Aware of the 

tough conditions faced by the accused, the Tribunal para Menores considered the 

experiences of the individual children when determining their fate.  Because the children 

were not raised in a structured environment, the Tribunal placed them in the Escuela 

Correcional para Mujeres where the state sought to rehabilitate them for re-entry into 

society.  Yet the experience of having to survive in often brutal conditions, made many 

girls unwilling to passively follow the Tribunal�s dictates.
113

  

The Tribunal did not tolerate what it considered inappropriate behavior and saw 

its eradication as an essential step in the process of rehabilitation.  Thus, social workers 

meticulously recorded all instances of unacceptable behavior.  For example, some girls 

were accused of such offenses as swearing, lack of respect for authority, and 

perversion.
114

 For instance, the behavior of fifteen year old Consuelo Zapata was 

characterized by her social worker as �perverted� because it did not conform to the 

expectations of acceptable behavior by a teenage girl.  
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As a young girl, Consuelo abandoned her home to marry an army lieutenant.  

They left the state of Guerrero and headed to Guanajuato where their relationship 

deteriorated.
115

 The lieutenant, perhaps looking to rid himself of Conseulo, asked her to 

temporarily return to her parents� home while he took care of some unspecified personal 

business.  Consuelo refused, stating that she did not want to go back because she was 

embarrassed to return home.  Despite her protests, the lieutenant gave her some money 

and left to look after his own affairs.
116

  Not wanting to return home, the minor took the 

money and headed to Mexico City.
117

  There, she stayed in Hotel Santo Domingo where, 

according to Consuelo�s statement to the social worker, �she practiced prostitution for 

several days, earning herself 10 to 12 pesos daily.�
118

  

Minors like Consuelo, those marked by �immoral conduct,� were regarded by 

officials as in need of rehabilitation which included revamping their conduct.  Since most 

underage prostitutes had been on their own from a young age, traumatic experiences were 

commonplace and had a profound impact on how they behaved and conducted 

themselves.  Consuelo Zapata�s social worker wrote that �three months of prostitution 

have brought her to a life of licentiousness,� �it [prostitution] has perverted her,� and �it 

[prostitution] has brought her a somewhat deceptive and unbalanced character.�
119

 Anne 

Meis Knupfer writes that for girls in the United States during 1900-1930, perversion 

among young females was common, especially for those girls brought before the Juvenile 

Court on sexually related crimes.  Quoting from one case, Meis Knupfer writes that 

�[t]hey [the girls] revel in smutty talk, delight in reading obscene literature, and enlarge, 

in most salacious style, upon their conquests of the unwary male, their sex attraction and 

physical makeup.�
120

  Furthermore, the proper behavior for girls, both in Mexico and the 
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United States, was �modesty, sexual restraint, and innocence.�
121

 Girls who did not 

adhere to this behavior were viewed as problem children.   

The goal of the Tribunal and its affiliates, like the Correctional School, was to 

elevate the character of minors accused of prostitution to mirror the character of the 

members of the Tribunal.  Some minors quickly altered their conduct while others were 

slow to change.  For instance, Lucía Gómez was noted �to deceive others and to have 

shameless character.�
122

  This was before her internment in the correctional school which 

was designed to alter her bad conduct.  Yet, even a year later, she was included in a 

report to the school�s director that stated that she had helped three minors escape the 

school and that she was �sarcastic and insolent.�
123

  Likewise, Raquel García García was 

characterized, prior to her interment, as �insubordinate and rebellious.�
124

  After a few 

months, she escaped the school with three other girls and was not apprehended for three 

weeks.  Regardless of their past behavior, underage prostitutes interned in the Escuela 

Correcional were given many opportunities to improve their conduct.  For some, the 

process took months, for others years, but the faster one could improve their conduct, the 

faster one could be released.   

Besides the minors� conduct, another issue to be addressed during internment was 

the presumed sexual promiscuity of the minors.  An increase in the number of people 

afflicted with syphilis during the 1920s prompted hygienists and other members of public 

agencies to attempt to eliminate the disease associated with sexual promiscuity.  With the 

establishment of the Tribunal, officials attempted to eliminate the problem at its source: 

sexual promiscuity.  Dr. Bernardo Gastéleum, chief of the Departamento de Salubridad 

Pública in Mexico City, attempted to promote more �openness in sexual education and 

venereal disease treatment� along with �encouraging men and women to change their 

sexual behavior.�
125

 Furthermore, inexpensive medical treatment centers were established 
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in lower economic neighborhoods to promote, as Katherine Bliss writes, �anonymous and 

inexpensive venereal disease treatment clinics.�
126

  

All social case files of minors involved with sexually related crimes included a 

section titled esfera sexual, or sexual sphere, which detailed the sexual history of the 

minor.  Most minors had been sexually active from a very young age, due to what 

Tribunal officials considered poor parenting.  This resulted in a lack of supervision which 

provided opportunities for the minors to become sexually active at a young age.  In other 

instances, their first sexual experience was due to molestation or rape.   

For example, Rosa Hernández was �dishonored (deflowered) by a lover of her 

mother�s,�
127

 and Raquel García García fell victim to the tricks of her boyfriend�s friend 

who took her to a hotel where she �was incapable of defending her honor.�
128

  The loss of 

these girls virginity, in most cases, made the transition into prostitution all the more 

easier.  Eileen J. Suárez Findlay writes that in Puerto Rico, �respectable women were 

required to be virginal before marriage.�
129

  This idea was also prevalent in Mexican 

society as well.  Furthermore, if young women were raped, engaged in consensual sex or 

rumors were started concerning her virginal status, �a women�s reputation could be fully 

restored only by marriage.�
130

  Also, according to Katherine Bliss, some Mexican men 

relished the opportunity to �sample a young woman�s �first fruits�� as it was seen as a 

sign of a man�s virility.
131

  In New York City during the early twentieth century, Stephen 

Robertson writes that girls whose virginity was taken prior to marriage were seen as 

�ruined both physically, having lost her hymen, and socially, in having lost her 

respectability, and therefore, her prospects of marriage.�
132
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As in other parts of Latin America, in Mexico marriage served as mechanism to 

restore the honor for girls that had lost their virginity.  Pablo Piccato writes that in cases 

of sexual contact, especially accusations of rape, marriage was the only way for girls to 

regain social respectability.
133

 Especially in cases of sexual violence against girls, �all 

female victims were suspected of consenting to intercourse,� which other people saw as a 

�break with her role in the family.�
134

  A young female�s virginal status was highly 

contested.  If the girl had been rape or consensually engaged in sexual intercourse, she 

needed to marry the perpetrator of the crime or the other consensual partner.  Otherwise, 

if marriage was not arranged, the girl would become unwanted by other men, since she 

was viewed as �ruined.�
135

 

**** 

 Post Revolutionary Mexico saw an increase in educational projects in the hope 

that it would benefit the entire nation.  Patience Schell writes that the educational projects 

commenced by the government sought to �eradicate old vices and instill new virtues in 

the Mexican people.�
136

  By January of 1927, a government entity took up the task of 

continuing the promotion of education among juvenile offenders.  �New women were to 

be educated, rational housewives and mothers, who creatively stretched husband�s wages 

to design a domestic refuge, thus keeping the new man sober and productive.�
137

  Most 

underage prostitutes came from broken homes or other challenging backgrounds.  

Orphaned, single parent, inattentive divorced parents, or abusive parent(s) characterized 

the family structures of the accused girls.  Family and social environment were examined 

closely by Tribunal and correctional school officials.  It was believed that the minors� 

surrounding environment had a direct correlation with how they progressed as a person.  

Tribunal officials attempted to help underage prostitutes regain their lost morality.  They 
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saw the accused girls as lost children in need of salvation.  The Tribunal sought to 

transform prostitutes into citizens that conformed to acceptable codes of behavior. 

 Katherine Bliss explains that �for social workers and criminologists, the lower-

class Mexican home was an untrustworthy social and political unit that exposed the 

nation�s young citizens to the very vices and behaviors that the revolution had promised 

to remedy.�
138

  In order to help child prostitutes, the Tribunal punished them with 

placement in either the Reformatorio para Mujeres or one of the various correctional 

schools in Mexico City.  The Tribunal hoped that the minors, when placed in positive 

environments, would realize that there were better ways to make money and that they 

were just children who needed to separate themselves from the world of prostitution. 

Women�s roles had changed from solely domestic servitude to roles outside the 

home.  The Tribunal capitalized on this by educating and further rehabilitating female 

delinquents, especially those charged with prostitution.  Instead of turning their backs on 

these children, the Tribunal took education, what William E. French describes as �an 

important theme of middle-class discourse,� and applied it to the members of the lower 

classes.
139

  Educating minors normally occurred at very young ages, as it was seen as the 

formative years for impressing the proper values upon the children.  But with absent 

values, caused in most cases by absentee parent(s), the Tribunal instilled �charity, virtue, 

modesty, and integrity� as surrogate parents.
140

 

 Child prostitutes, along with other types of juvenile offenders, were included in 

Mexico�s goal of reforming youths.  William E. French writes that Mexican officials 

believed that �only through education could a new generation become part of a sociedad 

culta or refined society.�
141

  The Tribunal prided itself on the fact that they were 

attempting to refine society.  Education, as well as fostering positive environments and 

sexual awareness attempted to lead Mexico, as William E. French writes, into becoming a 
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�prosperous, civilized, and progressive� nation.
142

  Part of this process also involved 

examining crimes of sexual violence such as rape.  The following chapter shows how the 

Tribunal addressed both the victims and perpetrators of the crimes, taking into account 

similar factors as well as the issue of abnormal sexual behavior and history. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

�SATISFYING HIS SEXUAL APPETITE�:  

RAPE COMMITTED BY MINORS IN MEXICO CITY 

 

Introduction  

Frightened and crying, six year old Eutimia Fuentes was dragged into a back 

room by thirteen year old Federico Palma Espeda.  There, he placed his hand over 

Eutimia�s mouth, telling her not to scream.  After he had allegedly sexually assaulted 

Eutimia, he told her to �go outside and wash your clothes� in order to get rid of the 

evidence.
143

  Situations such as these, involving older boys and younger girls in 

precarious sexual circumstances, were quite common in early twentieth century Mexico.  

Similarly to other transgressions, the Tribunal para Menores and its affiliates focused on 

examining the importance of the family environment of minors accused of rape; other 

factors that were scrutinized included education and sexual history.  Rape cases, in the 

juvenile court, were the first to include background information concerning both the 

accused and the accuser involved in the crime. 

 Rape fell under the delitos sexuales section of the Codigo Penal, the portion of the 

penal code that addressed sexual crimes such as rape, adultery, sexual violations and 

incest.
144

  The penal code stated that �a sexually erotic act that arrived without 

intercourse� was punishable with anywhere from three days to six months in jail, along 

with a fine of 50 to 1000 pesos.
145

  This punishment was given to offenders over 18 years 

of age who victimized, without actual performing sexual intercourse, children under 18.  

A separate and more severe punishment was reserved for cases where sexual intercourse 

occurred with victims under 18.  According to the Codigo Penal, sexual intercourse with 
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a female under the age of 18, who was �chaste and honest,� obtained through seduction 

or trickery, would result in one month to three years of prison, along with a fine of 50 to 

500 pesos.
146

  Cases that dealt with male-male rape, which were not uncommon, but 

unlikely to be reported, were also prosecuted.
147

  Regardless of the sex of the victim, if 

physical or moral violation led to sexual relations without the consent of the other party, a 

penalty of one to six years of prison would be applied.  If that person was prepubescent, 

then the length of the prison sentence would be two to eight years in prison.
148

 

Penalties were different when the offender was a minor.  The Tribunal�s goal was 

for troubled youths to be reformed and placed back in society.  In order to accomplish 

this goal, various forms of rehabilitation were undertaken.  For example, fourteen year 

old Luis Tellez Girón, who was found guilty of raping a fifteen year old girl, received a 

minimal punishment due to the Tribunal�s decision that the commission of the crime was 

a direct result of his environment.
149

  The social worker assigned to Luis� case was 

concerned about the minor�s environment and concluded that Luis� instincts were the 

result of a bad environment and defective education.
150

  Furthermore, the social worker 

wrote that Luis� punishment, based upon his poor environment and education, was to be 

�morally guided� by the Tribunal.  Additionally, Luis was to be �interned in the Colegio 

Groso where his scholastic progress� would be watched.
151

  Cases such as Luis� were 

common in the Tribunal.  Almost all rape cases brought to the Tribunal para Menores 

focused not on severely punishing minors, but on rehabilitation, which was believed to be 

a realistic goal for all guilty parties. 

This chapter seeks to address how punishment for those accused of rape was 

impacted by certain factors that the Tribunal viewed as essential components of 

childhood.  Like other crimes committed by juveniles, there were common factors, like 
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family environment and education, that the Tribunal felt were essential to designing 

rehabilitation plans.  Yet, the additional factor of sexual behavior became an important 

factor for certain children.  Premature sexual behavior, according to Tribunal officials 

and criminologists was indicative of problems at home since that was where children 

learned to emulate their parents� behavior.
152

  In addition to fostering positive family 

environments and providing interned children with proper education, the Tribunal also 

felt the need to address minors� sexual behavior.  I contend that in most cases brought 

before the Tribunal, it was a combination of all three factors that affected minors� 

punishment.  In certain instances, like the case of Armando Alvarado, accused of raping a 

young boy, sexual behavior was the sole factor that influenced punishment.  But 

regardless of the factor, the main goal of the Tribunal was to make sure that these minors 

received proper rehabilitation in order to re-enter society as changed individuals. 

Family Environment   

 In the eyes of the Tribunal, the ideal family environment consisted of a 

responsible parent or parents who provided proper supervision and moral guidance for 

children.  However, most minors brought before the Tribunal came from homes that 

lacked these characteristics.  In the case of Luis Tellez Girón, mentioned above, there 

was no mention of a father most likely due to his mother�s reported �various lovers� 

whom, according to the sources, �she does not marry.�
153

  The Tribunal viewed Luis� 

family environment as the source for the child�s learned detrimental behavior, 

transmissible from parent to child.  The officials noted that Luis �did not try to conquer 

the love of the girl by means of flattery, caressing, gifts, or making promises.  He only 

satisfied his sexual appetite.�
154

  It may very well have been the case that Luis was raised 

in a cold environment in which sexual intimacy was exchanged for money and or gifts.  

The Tribunal, by taking on a paternalistic role, sought to instill in boys like Luis a sense 

of sexual propriety and acceptable restraint. 
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The family environment was recorded by Luis� social worker as �not at all 

recommendable.�
155

  Further investigations conducted by the Tribunal characterized Luis 

as egocentric.  Indeed, the social worker noted that �vanity and attitude has been seen as 

favored by the family environment.�
156

  The social worker�s diagnosis for the minor only 

further emphasized the importance that the Tribunal gave to family environment in the 

formation of children�s characters.  Opinions recorded by the social worker of Luis� case 

revealed that the characteristics that ostensibly affect his instincts were a direct result of 

his environment and poor education.
157

  Such an unfavorable environment caused the 

social worker to note in the case file that �he [Luis] requires discipline, vigilance, ethic 

education, and direction of his sexual instinct.  Perhaps a moderate punishment would be 

useful.�
158

  

As a result of the social worker�s observations and subsequent recommendations, 

Luis was sent to the Correctional School for Boys.  There was no clear evidence of a 

timetable for the release of the minor other than the mention that his educational progress 

was to be monitored.
159

  Besides his education, he was to be �morally guided� in the hope 

that his aggressive behavior, as well as �exalted egocentrism,� could be improved.
160

  

Most minors who came from comparable environments and who were found guilty of 

rape were given similar punishments.   

 While most rape cases brought to the Tribunal involved non-consensual sex, the 

case of thirteen year old Virginia Díaz Nava, was an example of consensual sex that 

required the intervention of the Tribunal.  Virginia�s employer accused eighteen year old 

Claudio Osornio of rape, only to have the charges dropped when Virginia confessed to 

engaging in a sexual relationship with him voluntarily.  Yet, Virginia was still seen as 
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needing the help of the Tribunal.  Her environment was determined to be inadequate, 

since she had been abandoned as a child by her mother and had never attended school.
161

  

All of her background information led to the diagnosis by the social worker that �she 

[Virginia] was not culpable for what happened.  The environment, the occasion, and the 

limited intelligence that the minor demonstrates persuaded her to commit this act.�
162

 

Virginia was sent to the Reformatory for Women.  The social worker wrote that the �best 

help that can be given to her would be to send her to learn a profession.�
163

   Virginia 

remained at the Reformatory for Women for almost five years; however, she only 

managed to finish the fourth year of primary school.  The Tribunal hoped that troubled 

girls like Virginia would be properly cared for by school officials, since most lacked what 

the Tribunal felt were proper parental figures.  Both boys and girls suffered from a lack 

of parental care and regardless of where they were interned, one of the main goals of the 

paternal state was to give the troubled minors the care that they lacked at home. 

Environment was the foremost factor to be considered when dealing with minors 

who allegedly engaged in premature sexual activity.  In an article for Criminalia, the 

leading Mexican criminological journal in the 1930s through 1950s, that early sexual 

relations for girls of the lower classes were not rare.  According to Rodríguez Cabo, early 

sexual relations developed out of principles and customs common in the lower classes.  

Supposedly, such behavior was frightening and incomprehensible for girls of higher class 

standing to understand.
164

  Class then, according to Rodríguez Cabo, profoundly affected 

children�s moral development.  Therefore, the intervention of the state proved all the 

more critical if it harbored hopes of creating valuable moral citizens from the poor. 

 However, troubled minors who came from more stable and prosperous family 

environments were given a different kind of punishment.  Most minors charged with rape 

were placed in a correctional school as their family environments were seen as 

unfavorable to their development as successful citizens.  For example, Alfonso Salinas 
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Barbero, who was accused of rape and came from what was considered an above average 

family environment was returned to his parents without time spent in a correctional 

school.
165

  Alfonso�s social worker found his family environment to be �formed by his 

parents, who have been together for twenty five years, although not married, their life has 

been orderly and they have always resolved any differences so as to not separate.�
166

  

Alfonso�s environment was considered adequate for the development of the minor.  

Unlike the family environments of most minors charged with rape, Alfonso came from a 

more stable environment that afforded him the luxury of avoiding internment.  I contend 

that if other minors had family environments like Alfonso, they too would have avoided 

confinement in correctional schools.  Instead, most minors were confined in correctional 

schools for undetermined periods of time while Alfonso enjoyed his freedom. 

Both parents were present throughout Alfonso�s childhood, which the Tribunal 

regarded as a good environment for the boy.  The parents� interest in the education of 

their children was considered model behavior by the Tribunal.
167

  The last observation of 

the family revealed that �there is unity in the family and the parents do not give bad 

examples to their children.�
168

  I contend that good family environments outweighed 

violent sexuality of the offenders.
169

  Since most offenders came from supposedly sub par 

family environments, good family environments were seen as an important positive 

factor.  Thus, Alfonso�s situation was unlike the other children accused of rape.  The 

Tribunal, I argue, considered his offense as a one-time occurrence and that the best 

environment that could be given to the minor was within his parents� home where the 

positive family environment would prevent Alfonso�s recidivism.  Yet the Tribunal did 

not allow Alfonso�s parents a wholly free reign over their son.  The Tribunal, while 

content with Alfonso�s family environment, demanded that the family move to new 

lodgings.  Alfonso and his parents were forced to move from 173 Lizet Street in Colonia 

                                                
165 AGN, CTMI, caja 9, expediente 3869, Alfonso Salinas Barbero, 4.  He was charged with the rape of 

seven year old girl. 

 
166 AGN, CTMI, caja 9, expediente 3869, Alfonso Salinas Barbero, 5.  

 
167 AGN, CTMI, caja 9, expediente 3869, Alfonso Salinas Barbero, 5. 

 
168 AGN, CTMI, caja 9, expediente 3869, Alfonso Salinas Barbero, 6. 

 
169 There were four good family environments that enabled minors to avoid severe punishments  



 49 

 

Peralvillo, where they were neighbors of the victim, to 173 Beethoven Avenue in the 

same colonia.
170

  In this way Alfonso�s temptation to relapse would be diminished by 

moving him to a new neighborhood.  The Tribunal also decided that both parents merited 

a warning for their �apathy and carelessness.� 
171

  Although I believe the Tribunal 

regarded Alfonso�s offense as a one-time occurrence, they did not want to be held 

responsible by the victim�s parents if something were to occur between the two again. 

Similar to family environment, the Tribunal viewed education as the 

responsibility of parents.  In addition to providing the minor with a stable environment, 

education was a vital component for the growth of the minor.  Providing adequate 

education for children afforded them the opportunity to become a successful member of 

society.   

Education 

The post-Revolution Mexican state incorporated the major task of integrating the 

nation by providing skills and values that were necessary for modernization.  Following 

the Revolution, there was a feeling within the federal government that educational 

reforms, an issue that stemmed from the Revolution, could help the government in 

securing popular support as well as exercising social control over the Mexican 

population.
172

  Mary Kay Vaughn argues that the new members of the Secretary of Public 

Education (SEP) �tended to consider the school a panacea for backwardness and poverty; 

it stressed the disciplinary and skill-upgrading aspects of schooling.�
173

  As a result of 

this ideology, the government agency, the Tribunal para Menores, contained many 

workers, especially social workers, who professed the importance of education within 

their social reports delivered to the Tribunal. 

Similarly to the paternalistic nature of the federal government during the 

Porfiriato, the post-Revolution government felt that civic participation was less important 
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than having an administrative state which sought to service development and the needs of 

individuals.  As a result of their nature, the government became an institution through 

which the Mexican citizen contributed his or her particular economic and social function.  

With the importance of education becoming an important issue following the Revolution, 

parents of school-aged children surprisingly reacted to the issue with some hostility.  

New regulations meant that parents were responsible for sending their children to school 

or if the child was unable to attend, provide a written excuse for their absence.  Parents 

were also responsible for purchasing textbooks and supplies as well as covering tuition 

costs for secondary and vocational schools which previously were paid by the 

government.
174

  

Beginning in the nineteenth century, the rise of feminism in Mexico presented 

female minors with more educational opportunities than in previous years.
175

  Within 

technical schools of the post-Revolutionary period, a division of the sexes existed 

between male and female technical students.  Females technical or vocational education 

that originally allowed them to work in factories slowly dissipated as their schooling 

turned towards educating the female about her traditional role in the home.  The rise of 

feminism in Mexico, beginning in the late nineteenth century, presented female minors 

with more educational opportunities than in previous years.
176

  Yet, gender bias still 

existed among some members of the Tribunal as victims of rape (mostly females) were 

also punished, although education and family environment impacted their sentences as it 

did with other transgressors.
177

   

Thirteen year old Virginia Díaz Nava, discussed above, was charged with 

immoral conduct as a result of a consensual sexual relationship with an eighteen year old 

boy.  Upon examination of her educational background, officials found that Virginia was 
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illiterate.  Indeed, she had barely attended school for two months.
178

  Furthermore, 

Virginia�s tests revealed that the minor was almost six years behind academically and she 

was diagnosed with �profound mental weakness.�
179

  As a result, the Tribunal sent 

Virginia to the Reformatory for Women for �her education and correction.�
180

  While 

interned in the reformatory, Virginia did not progress past the fourth grade, but was 

released upon reaching adulthood.   Thus, while the Tribunal might have sought to use 

the reform schools as places to educate youths, in reality education often took a back seat 

to mere incarceration.   Sometimes, as in the case of Virginia, the incarceration could last 

for years. 

Thirteen year old Federico Palma Espeda, accused of �violating� a six year old 

girl, had attended school for six years.  It was recommended by his social worker that 

Federico enroll in the fourth grade and complete primary school.
181

  Like other minors 

who were performing satisfactorily in school (defined by the Tribunal as not more than 

three years behind their peers), he received more lenient punishment compared to those 

who struggled with school or did not attend school at all.  Federico was determined to 

only be behind academically by two years and four months; this educational gap was 

much smaller than other juvenile offenders because Federico received a more consistent 

education.
182

  The Tribunal determined that Federico should be sent to night school, and 

following the completion of his primary education, be placed as an apprentice in Luis 

Carrillo�s upholstery and carpentry workshop. 

Sexual behavior, like education, varied by child; some children were more 

advanced than others and some were further behind.  Just as the Tribunal felt the 

responsible for the educational development of minors, they also felt a need to intervene 

in the rehabilitation of offenders� sexual behavior. 
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Sexual Behavior 

In order to further promote progress in the nation, the sexual behavior of males 

and females was a topic of concern among Hygienists during the 1920s.  Part of the 

reason for such concern was due to the increasing number of people who became infected 

with syphilis, which was primarily transmitted through sexual contact.  While public 

officials had worried about sexually transmitted diseases since the late nineteenth 

century, health officials were worried that the growing number of people infected with 

the disease would �reflect the Mexican peoples� promiscuity and foreshadowed the 

nation�s economic ruin.�
183

  

 In order to combat further perpetuation of sexually transmitted diseases, hygiene 

officials focused on the Mexican youth as a way to reduce further outbreaks.  The hope 

by officials was that if the youths were targeted early enough, the spread of disease would 

be somewhat contained as sexually active youths would avoid promiscuity and maybe 

sex altogether.
184

   

Sexual promiscuity and behavior became an extremely important factor for the 

Tribunal when considering punishment.  The sexual history of most minors involved in 

sexual crimes was advanced for their age; some, by the age of twelve, already had 

multiple sexual partners.  For instance, thirteen year old Federico Palma Espeda, accused 

of raping six year old Eutimia Fuentes, had a very strong sexual development at a young 

age.  The social worker assigned to Federico�s case wrote that �he seems to have 

exacerbated his morbid instincts.�
185

  It was behavior like Federico�s that worried 

officials.  Federico confessed to the social worker that within his home, where the alleged 

incident took place, he had engaged in sex multiple times with various maids employed 
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by his parents.
186

  Furthermore, when he was not satisfied by his numerous sexual 

encounters, he confessed that �he masturbated often.�
187

  

 Part of a minor�s sexual behavior history was also included in the psychological 

investigation portion of the case file.  Federico was identified, according to the Tribunal 

psychologist, as exhibiting �premature puberty,� �stormy sexual evolution,� and �intense 

erotic sexual appetite which is very different for his age.�
188

 According to Martin Nesvig, 

cases like Federico�s, those in which sexual urges and excessive desires presented 

themselves at an early age, placed youths at risk for all kinds of perversions based upon 

Roumagnac�s ideas of sexual impropriety and the influence of a bad environment.
189

 As a 

result of such advanced seemingly pathological behavior and development, the Tribunal 

punished Federico by placing him in the Casa de Observación for an undetermined period 

of time where his conduct would be watched.
190

   This meant that Federico�s sexual 

behavior was to be monitored in hopes of keeping him from relapsing and attacking 

another innocent victim like Eutimia.  Further punishment for Federico, to avoid a 

possible relapse, removed him from Mexico City and into another town with a family 

who was able to provide an environment considered appropriate by the Tribunal in order 

to prevent further incidents. 

 Sexual incidents between same sex individuals troubled the historians and 

criminologists throughout the world in the early 20
th
 century as they confused pederasty 

with homosexuality.
191

  However, modern research illustrates that this was not the case as 
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pederasty and homosexuality must be seen as two different entities.  Pederasty is 

characterized by the exertion of male aggressiveness of the dominant male (usually older 

in age) onto a passive or weaker male (usually younger in age).
192

  Sexual intercourse 

does occur, however, the dominant male is not seen as homosexual.  Homosexuality is 

usually viewed as a consensual same sex relationship among men of similar ages; there is 

no characterization of a dominant partner or passive partner.
193

 

In the modern era, studies on prison culture have influenced the re- 

conceptualization of same sex behavior.  Martin Nesvig writes that �groundbreaking 

work like Wayne Wooden and Jay Parker�s Men Behinds Bars, written about 1970s and 

1980s North American prisons, did not see same sex interaction as homosexual but as 

male-female coupling.�
194

  Conversely, early twentieth century Mexican inmates 

followed an honor-shame social paradigm when relating to sexual relations.
195

  For 

women, honor remained intact as long as they remained virginal until marriage or at the 

least until a promise of marriage.
196

   

Men�s honor was a different matter.  It is generally agreed, as Martin Nesvig 

explains, that sexual prowess was a big part of the honor-shame equation.
197

  Men related 

being penetrated with being servile while penetrating meant dominance.  Nesvig provides 

the reader with an example of how one man loses his honor by explaining that �a man 

whom another man penetrates is degraded to the lower status of female, and thus loses all 

male honor for having the role of a woman.�
198
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In Mexico, during the period studied, the work of the Mexican journalist and 

amateur criminologist Carlos Roumagnac, undertaken with prison inmates, had a large 

influence on the conceptualization of pederasty by the authorities.  Roumagnac�s main 

theories regarded any sort of deviant sexual behavior, including homosexuality, �as a 

corrupter not only of biology but also of the modern state because it violated the natural 

order that was the necessary base of society.�
199

   Roumagnac�s most famous work, 

entitled Los criminales en México, involved a series of interviews with inmates.  In these 

interviews, Roumagnac attempted to use ethnographic, biological, and anthropological 

approaches to define his theories.
200

  In some cases Roumagnac argued that pederasty 

was a biological or physiological disease, but in other cases he would single out the 

offender�s environment as the cause of pederasty.
201

  Whatever the cause, the Tribunal 

saw these offenders as in need of rehabilitation in order to re-enter society. 

 Cases of pederasty, while rare, were brought before the Tribunal.  The case of 

fifteen year old Armando, who was accused of raping another boy, was seen by Tribunal 

officials as a case of pederasty and homosexuality.  According to the five year old victim, 

Armando offered the younger boy ten cents to meet him behind a grocery store.  There, 

according to officials, �the bigger boy [Armando], by his strength, forced the boy to 

accept his advances until he [Armando] satisfied his sexual appetite, contrary to 

nature.�
202

  Homosexuality and pederasty were seen as one-in-the-same by Tribunal 

officials.  Influenced by Cesare Lombroso and Carlos Roumagnac, both of whom defined 

male-male relations, even in prison, as homosexual, the Tribunal saw minors like 

Armando as in grave need of the state�s assistance.  His behavior was unnatural and thus 

threatened the future of the nation.
203

   Youths like Armando, who participated in what 

were considered abnormal sexual relationships, needed to be kept off the street and away 
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from the other boys.  Like Roumagnac, the Tribunal felt that Armando had a disease that 

needed to be contained.
204

.  

The Tribunal�s punishment for Armando Alvarez was internment in the 

Correctional School for Boys, in the hope that his conduct could be modified.  The 

Tribunal felt that a change in environment could possibly alter his pederast leanings.  

Since officials wavered on whether pederasty was a biological or physiological disease, 

the fault of a bad environment, or some combination of both factors, they could not 

conclusively determine how to better approach the problem.  Yet, placement in the 

Correctional School for Boys was thought by Tribunal officials to be the best punishment 

for pederasts, as they hoped that a change in scenery would provide the minor with the 

proper surroundings to cure him of his immoral conduct. 

Robert Buffington writes that for late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

Mexican criminologists, �Sexual deviance of any kind was unnatural, antisocial, and 

linked to innate criminality.�
205

  Furthermore, any kind of sexual deviance indicated the 

presence of criminality which threatened national efforts of political, social, and 

economic development.
206

  Homosexuality, whether real or perceived, was seen as a trait 

that as Buffington writes �undermined a nation�s very existence by fostering unfruitful 

sexual unions in an era obsessed with national reproduction and the international 

�struggle for life.��
207

  Armando, then, not only was considered a deviant because of his 

same sex desires but especially because he sought out children younger then himself.  

Little wonder that the Tribunal felt that he suffered from �immoral conduct.�
208

 

 Male-male rape, although rarely reported by victims, was partially addressed in 

the Mexican Penal Code.  Article 265 of the Codigo Penal (Penal Code) stated that if 

                                                
204 Martin Nesvig, �The Lure of the Moral Perverse,� Mexican Studies, 3.   The same arguments of male 

same sex intercourse formulated during colonial times, continued to enter into modern discourse.   Please 

see Federico Garza Carvajal�s Butterflies will Burn which is cited in the bibliography of this work. 

 
205 Robert Buffington, �Los Jotos: Contested Visions of Homosexuality in Modern Mexico,� in Sex and 

Sexuality in Latin America, ed. Donna J. Guy and Daniel Balderston (New York: New York University, 

1997), 118. 

 
206 Robert Buffington, �Los Jotos,� Sex and Sexuality in Latin America, 118. 

 
207 Robert Buffington, �Los Jotos,� Sex and Sexuality in Latin America, 118. 

 
208 AGN, CTMI, caja 9, expediente 4058, Armando Alvarado, 10. 



 57 

 

physical or moral violation led to sexual relations without the consent of the other party, 

regardless of the person�s sex, a penalty of one to six years of prison would be applied.  If 

that person was prepubescent, then the length of the prison sentence would be two to 

eight years in prison.
209

  While the penal code itself was reserved for those eighteen and 

over, the age of legal adulthood, the laws used by the Tribunal were strongly influenced 

by the Codigo Penal.    

Like pederasty cases, incest was rarely reported; however, it too was specifically 

addressed in the Penal Code.  Fifteen year old Elena Cortés and ten year old Ricarda 

Cortés were both victims of incest; according to Tribunal officials, they were raped by 

their father.  During questioning, the sisters, Elena and Ricarda, initially denied the 

violation but later admitted that �it [the rape] had occurred two to three times with her 

[Ricarda] and her sister Elena.�
210

  Tribunal officials also interrogated the girls� mother, 

who initially denied that her husband had sexually abused the girls.  However, further 

investigation produced a relative, Catalina Anguiano, who came forth to support the 

molestation charges.
211

  The social worker assigned to the girls� case noted that both 

minors had �sexual contact with their father, Trinidad Cortés.�
212

  An important point in 

this case is that, although the accusations of rape were proven, Elena Cortés never 

declared anything to Tribunal officials and that Ricarda was the only one to do declare 

that she had been raped by her father.
213

 

Ricarda, the only one to officially declare she was raped by her father, was sent to 

the Refomatorio para Mujeres.  Article 272 of the Penal Code stated that for cases of 

incest the perpetrator of the act would be sentenced from one to six years in prison for 

having relations with their descendents.  The victims were also punished with six months 
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to three years in prison.  The same punishments (as the victims) would be applied to 

siblings engaged in incest.
214

  Like pederasty, incest was considered an extremely deviant 

form of behavior.  In order to eliminate this behavior, both parties involved should be 

punished.  Ricarda was sent to the Reformatorio para Mujeres for an undetermined 

amount of time in order to improve her education and to keep her in a safe location to be 

raised properly by the state. 

 

**** 

 The perpetrators of sexually violent crimes, particularly rape, from 1927 to 1932, 

often shared similar backgrounds.  The Tribunal para Menores considered family 

environment, education and sexual behavior or history as the most important factors 

when determining punishment.  A combination of these three factors helped the Tribunal 

to decide the length of punishment and whether to intern the minors in correctional 

institutions or return them to the custody of their parents, as well as the nature of their 

rehabilitation. 

Family environment was carefully examined by Tribunal officials because it was 

seen as the main influence on children�s behavior.  Minors accused of rape often came 

from backgrounds without stable role models.  Tribunal officials felt it was their duty to 

provide these minors with a strong moral environment.  Patience Schell writes that 

opinions stemming from the Porifirian period carried over into post-Revolutionary 

society.  Childhood was a �crucial development period for determining what an adult 

would be like.  The child already carried the potential of its adult self, and any trauma or 

accident would have long term consequences in adult life.�
215

 

The Tribunal also felt responsible for the educational development of minors 

brought before them.  Often, these minors were behind their peer group academically, 

and required remedial education.  Education was extremely important to the Tribunal, as 

youths were seen as part of the future of the country; in order to become productive 

members of society, children needed to be educated.  The educational background of 
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accused minors also affected their punishment.  Those who were properly educated prior 

to the accusation of rape were more likely to receive a lenient punishment than their less 

educated counterparts. 

Sexual history was another factor that influenced the punishment of minors 

accused of rape.  Many minors accused of rape exhibited abnormal sexual behavior or 

were sexually active from an early age.  Anne Meis Knopfer writes that �individual 

demoralization, especially for delinquent girls took two interactive turns.  The first turn 

focused on how moral and physical environments affected the minor�.
216

  Aspects like 

faltering community institutions, crowded housing, and high rates of mobilization, all 

negatively impacted minors.  Meis Knopfer further writes �the second turn examined 

how individuals responded to various situations within their environment.  Those who 

were usual downward spiraling were girls who had a desire for adventure, security, and 

recognition or love.�
217

  One girl�s reasoning, as demonstrated by Meis Knupfer, 

illustrates what at least some female minors sought from sexual activity.  The unnamed 

girl explained that ��there was no one to care! Why should I slave and work when I might 

have the things I wanted? And not the least of these was the intimate touch and glance of 

a man�even it were only half make-believe�someone to talk intimately with; someone 

to come home to; someone to ask where you�ve been; these, too, are things one cannot 

live without.��
218

 

Cases of rape brought before the Tribunal para Menores examined three factors 

that influenced minors� punishment: family environment, education, and sexual behavior.  

Like the cases of homicide and prostitution, minors charged with rape mostly displayed 

poor educations, inadequate family environments, and disturbing sexual behavior.  Social 

workers assigned to these cases detailed these factors in their reports, including their own 

recommendations for what should be done with the particular minor.  As a result, most 

minors were given second chances to regulate their abnormalities.   
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The importance of these minors to the state can be seen through their 

punishments.  The Tribunal rarely gave up on an interned minor, as all children, 

regardless of their criminal background, were given the opportunity to demonstrate that 

they could be counted on as the future of Mexico.  As the guardian�s of Mexico City�s 

children, the Tribunal, although heavily influenced by often times sexist and homophobic 

ideologies, saw itself as responsible for rehabilitating lapsed children into productive 

citizens that in effect constituted the city�s future. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

 Crime committed by minors in Mexico City was not unusual.  In fact, more and 

more child criminals were being arrested and placed in adult correctional facilities as the 

20
th
 century city grew.  However, it was not until 1927 that a governmental entity was 

established that sought to combat child crime through various progressive reforms, most 

importantly rehabilitation.   

 Prior to the establishment of the Tribunal para Menores in January 1927, child 

criminals were regularly placed alongside adult criminals in Mexico City�s prison.  But 

after the collapse of Porfirio Díaz�s regime and the decade long Revolution, what was 

once an orderly and policed city, had become, according to elites, a chaotic and 

disorganized city full of crime.
219

 

 Various attempts were made throughout the post-Porfirian period to regulate 

crime.  As the capital city�s population continued to rapidly grow, it became extremely 

difficult for police to control the spread of crime.  A large percentage of crime committed 

by the lower-classes resulted from a troubled post-Revolution economy.  The 

overwhelming majority of crimes committed were simple petty theft.  For instance, it was 

quite common, almost an everyday occurrence, for someone to steal food from a grocery 

store or market stall, also, stealing objects like radiator caps, which were valuable enough 

to be exchanged for daily nourishment.  With such an increasing number of crimes and 

criminals, the authorities accepted the proposal of Doctor Roberto Solis Quiroga and 

Professor and psychologist Guadalupe Zúñiga de González to establish a juvenile court in 

Mexico City.  Both Roberto and Guadalupe were named the first judge and director of 

their proposed juvenile court.
220

  Official sent these child criminals to the court for 

questioning, holding, and sentencing.  But unlike previous years, child criminals were 

now subject to new punishments based mainly upon the United State�s first juvenile court 
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in Chicago.  Rather than send these minors to jail with adult offenders, Tribunal officials 

would hire fellow progressive reformers to instill in the minors new moral values that 

seemed to be lacking in their households.  Child criminals brought before the Tribunal 

would now receive a chance for redemption, even those accused of homicide, 

prostitution, and rape. 

Results 

 This thesis examines the factors that influenced the punishments for minors 

accused of homicide, prostitution, and rape.  A combination of factors influenced all three 

types of crimes, some more than others.  For example, minors accused of homicide, were 

immediately divided by age into two groups: under 16 and over 16.  The Tribunal viewed 

those over 16 years of age, as responsible for their actions since they were considered 

adults.  However, those under 16 were still considered children and therefore, received a 

much more lenient punishment than their older counterparts.  What makes this unique is 

that homicide was the only crime that separated minors by age.  The other crimes were 

not judged based upon the age of the offender, instead other factors like education and 

sexual behavior became increasingly important. 

 Prostitutes, long regarded by officials throughout Mexico as a dangerous group, 

saw an influx of children into their ranks mainly as a result of economic hardships.  

Katherine Bliss argues that prostitutes viewed themselves as hard workers and that they 

only turned to prostitution because of the economic downturn the nation was 

experiencing.
221

  Likewise, young girls entered the profession of prostitution for the same 

reason as older prostitutes.  Families needed everyone to contribute to the household and 

with adequate paying jobs hard to come by, prostitution offered an alternative to long 

hours and measly pay.  Thus, education and sexual behavior became important factors for 

the Tribunal in defining the minors� punishment.  

 Another crime that plagued the city was rape.  Instances of sexual violence, 

mostly rape, was become increasingly mundane for residents of Mexico City.  Most of 

the minors accused of rape lacked parental authority as well as strong moral values.  As a 

result, the Tribunal focused on re-establishing parental influence as well as morals by 
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interning the minors for various lengths of time in correctional schools.  Within the walls 

of the correctional schools, the minors would be monitored and examined regularly in the 

hope that the Tribunal was providing minors with adequate measures for rehabilitation. 

The Common Factor 

 The factor that was present throughout all juvenile homicide, prostitution, and 

rape cases was family environment.  Most juvenile offenders came from, according to 

their social workers, deplorable and severely inadequate environmental situations.  The 

Tribunal�s social workers examined family environments of offenders with a critical eye.  

Specifically, environments where parents seemed concerned about the well-being of their 

child and his or her education was a vital component to receiving high praise in the social 

workers� reports.  The Tribunal and its members wanted children to be seen by parents, 

as fundamental parts of family construction.  Extremely hostile or ambivalent parents 

were considered, according to social workers, as part of the reason why most children 

committed crimes.  Tribunal officials postulated that child criminals simply did not 

receive the attention and love that officials recognized as important characteristics for the 

development and nurture of children.  As a result, the family environment almost became 

a default answer for why these children were committing senseless acts.  Within the case 

files of most minors presented within this thesis, social workers truly believed that a 

positive environment presented to offenders was the key for a successful rehabilitation.   

 The family environment, as Pablo Piccato argues, not only became the source of 

the transmission of vices but where minors learned how to interact and behave through 

imitation of their parents or parental figures.
222

  The formation of ideal citizens occurred 

in the home and unacceptable behavior demonstrated by parents effectively challenged 

the Tribunal�s power.  As a result, the courts removed children from their families and 

placed them in correctional schools that fostered ideal environments that would help turn 

troubled youths into contributing members of society. 

**** 

 As demonstrated in this study, various factors impacted how the Tribunal 

determined punishments for minors accused of homicide, prostitution, and rape.  Factors 

like age, class, and education, certainly played an important role for the Tribunal and its 
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social workers.  Yet, the most influential factor for minors was family environment.  

Concern for minors was evident throughout social worker�s official reports and with 

Tribunal officials.  Rehabilitation was the key to helping juvenile offenders become 

productive members of society.   

 Chapter One proves that the Tribunal considered age to be the foremost factor 

when determining punishments for minors accused of homicide.  The Tribunal saw a 

division among juvenile offenders� age: under 16 and over 16.  As a result, officials 

treated offenders over 16 similarly to adults and those under 16 were still considered 

children.  A clear definition of childhood existed in the eyes of the Tribunal.  

Rehabilitation was not an option for minors 16 and older.  The Tribunal considered them 

to have already developed moral or social consciences.  However, those under 16 were 

still developing their moral conscience and therefore would benefit from rehabilitation.   

 Class also affected minors� punishment was their class.  Most offenders were 

from the lower classes but by no means were these the only classes represented in the 

Tribunal.  Being a member of the upper classes was not a guarantee of exemption from 

punishment.  I argue that belonging to the upper classes placed certain expectations upon 

these minors as to how they were to behave.  Officials expected minors from privileged 

backgrounds to have an idea of right versus wrong as well as understand the 

consequences of their actions.  Those minors from humble backgrounds were expected to 

have lower morals and values as a result of their class standing.  Yet, class bias resulted 

in minors from good environments usually being released to their families.  While, 

minors from troubled environments were placed in the correctional school in order to 

modify their conduct and moral values. 

 Chapter Two addresses how family and social environment were examined 

closely by Tribunal officials as sources of immorality and substandard behavior.  Most of 

the child prostitutes� homes mirrored the stereotypes that the Tribunal envisioned.  Lower 

class Mexican homes were seen as untrustworthy and exposed young citizens to vices 

and behavior that were supposed to have been resolved.
223

  As punishment, child 

prostitutes were placed in either the Reformatory for Women or in one of the correctional 
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schools in Mexico City.  It was here that the goal of reformation was attempted by 

correctional school officials.  Mexican officials believed that education was the key for 

these girls to become part of refined society.
224

  

 A combination of family environment, education and sexual behavior were 

factors that greatly influenced the examination of rape cases as Chapter Three argues.  

Once again family environment was carefully examined since Tribunal officials saw it as 

the main influence of minors� behavior.  Most juveniles accused of rape came from 

backgrounds where stable family life and role models were both absent.  As a result, the 

Tribunal felt obligated to provide a strong moral environment within their correctional 

facilities.  Along with providing a strong moral environment, the Tribunal felt responsible 

for the education of the minors interned in its schools.  Education of juveniles was 

tremendously important for the future of the nation; children needed to be educated in 

order to become valuable members of Mexican society.   

 Another factor that influenced the punishment of minors accused of rape was 

sexual history.  Many of these minors demonstrated unusual sexual behavior as well as 

practicing premature sexual relations.  For some minors it was the result of wanting to 

have someone to share emotions, physical touching, and intimate talks that compelled 

them to engage in sexual relations hastily.   

 Most minors brought before the Tribunal for cases of homicide, prostitution, and 

rape, displayed poor educations, inadequate family environments, and worrisome sexual 

behavior.  Social workers assigned to these types of cases filled their reports with 

personal opinions and recommendations for the rehabilitation of minors.  Therefore, most 

minors were given a second chance to modify their unconventional characteristics.   

 The Tribunal seldom gave up on interned minors, as children were given 

opportunities to demonstrate that they could be dependable citizens for the future of 

Mexico.  The Tribunal saw themselves as guardians of troubled youths which allowed 

them to engage in reshaping youthful citizens for the good of the nation�s future. 

 

 

                                                
224 William E. French, �Prostitutes and Guardian Angels: Women, Work, Family in Porfirian Mexico,� The 

Hispanic American Historical Review 72:4 (November 1992): 544. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Sample number of violent crimes committed by juveniles divided into three age groups. 

 Homicide Prostitution Rape Punishment 

18 and older 1 0 2 Adult Prison 

16 to 17 1 4 5 Various time 

spent in 

correctional 

schools 

15 and under 5 8 17 School 

suspension 

(when already 

enrolled in 

school upon 

sentencing); 

Various time 

spent in 

correctional 

schools 
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